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ABSTRACT 
For Australian students whose everyday language of communication is English, learning to 
speak Chinese can be challenging, especially for beginning learners at a young age. This 
Action Research study investigates how the use of sociodramatic play impacts upon Year 1 
students’ spoken Chinese in an Australian public school. Specifically, this study addresses the 
following research questions: What preparatory teaching/learning activities are required 
before engaging Year 1 non-background beginning learners in Chinese-speaking 
sociodramatic play? How does the use of sociodramatic play help Year 1 non-background 
beginning learners’ spoken Chinese? What challenges are associated with the use of 
sociodramatic play for teaching spoken Chinese to Year 1 non-background beginning learners, 
and how can these challenges be addressed?  
This Action Research study uses a qualitative approach over two cycles of teaching. Data 
collection methods include observation notes, reflective journals, feedback from mentor 
teachers and students, as well as student test results. Data were analysed using memo writing, 
initial and focused coding. Findings show that the use of sociodramatic play has provided a 
rich learning environment for Year 1 non-background beginning learners to improve their 
spoken Chinese. Key findings highlight differentiated teacher roles and responsibilities in 
addressing the challenges when preparing, coordinating, and scaffolding students’ learning 
during sociodramatic play.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.1 Teaching Chinese in Australia 
Chinese language teaching is increasingly popular in many countries around the world, 
especially in the last two decades. Chinese was first taught in Australia in the 1950s, and 
Chinese teaching in Australia rapidly developed in the 1980s as China released its ‘open 
door ’policy and underwent economic reform. Australian schools also embraced Chinese 
language more by catering to not only local students but also overseas born Chinese speakers. 
The number of Chinese teachers from the People’s Republic of China in Australian schools 
has also increased (The Australian Curriculum, 2015).  
The relationship between China and Australia was also strengthened by the release of the 
China-Australia Free Trade Agreement in 2002 (Mai, Adams, Fan, Li & Zheng, 2005). This 
agreement promotes more communication between the two countries and offers more 
opportunities for both countries. To build a stronger relationship with China and benefit from 
China’s de-regulated economy and more open society, Australians are required to understand 
China and speak Chinese more fluently. China offers some advantages with its population, 
growing economy, immigrants, international students, tourists and so on (Orton, 2008).  
Since the late 1980s, Australia has issued several language policies that included the 
promotion of learning Chinese (Australian Government, 2015). In 1987, the Hawke 
government issued the National Policy on Languages which was a national scheme to 
encourage enrolments and the learning of Asian languages (Mandarin, Indonesian and 
Japanese). In 1991, the White Paper on Australia’s Language and Literacy Policy made 
similar declarations. In 1994, the Keating government introduced the NALSAS-National 
Asian Languages and Studies in Australian Schools Strategy (Mandarin, Indonesian, Japanese, 
and Korean). In 2008, the Rudd government unveiled the National Asian Languages and 
Studies in Schools Program (NALSSP) (Mandarin, Indonesian, Japanese, and Korean). 
The Australian Curriculum for Languages (2015) states that through learning languages, 
students acquire three specific capabilities: communication skills, intercultural capability and 
a reflective mind. Communication skills are practised during language learning; 
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understanding the role of language and culture is practised in communication; and the 
capability to reflect on language use and learning is developed. 
According to the NSW Chinese K-10 Syllabus (2017), students may start language learning 
at any point along the K–10 continuum while the mandatory study begins at Stage 4. The 
learners of Chinese language include students:  
who learn Chinese as a second or additional language; who have undertaken a 
significant school-based learning program in Australia; with exposure to Chinese 
language and culture who may engage in some active but predominantly receptive use 
of Chinese (including dialects and variants of Chinese); have had their primary 
socialization as well as initial literacy development and primary schooling in Chinese; 
are undertaking a Life Skills program of study (p. 5). 
Orton (2016) revealed that in most Australian schools, the actual time invested in Chinese 
teaching was far less than what has been required by The Australian Curriculum for 
Languages. In addition, even though funding has been diverted to developing a Chinese 
language program, very few students who graduate from Australian schools are proficient in 
Chinese. The reasons for this phenomenon are multi-faceted although they include the 
intrinsic difficulties of learning Chinese, the proficiency of Chinese teachers, and the schools’ 
and government’s support. 
1.2 Definition of terms 
This section provides specific definitions of four terms, including the Chinese language, non-
background beginning learners, hanzi, and pinyin. In this study, the Chinese language refers 
to Modern Standard Chinese (MSC), or Putonghua, which is the official language in China. 
When the People’s Republic of China (RPC) was established, the government preferred using 
Chinese rather than Mandarin to represent the national language (Orton, 2016). The 
Australian Curriculum referred to the language as Chinese as well, rather than Mandarin.  
This study uses the term ‘non-background beginning learners of Chinese’ to describe the 
student participants who had little experience in learning Chinese or little exposure to 
authentic Chinese cultures before they participated in this study (Cruiskshank, 2015).  
Ross and Ma (2014) relate that pinyin is the channel to learning hanzi, as hanzi does not 
provide enough information about pronunciation. Pinyin is the standardized romanization 
system of writing Chinese, which was established by the PRC in 1958. It is now used widely 
in the teaching of the Chinese language around the world (Ross and Ma, 2014). Orton (2016) 
suggests that pinyin should be used as “an effective interim pedagogic tool to support oral 
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skills development” (p. 88). The ‘hanzi’ used in this study belongs to the simplified Chinese 
writing system, which is the official system used in mainland China. Two standard systems of 
Chinese characters are currently in use, including traditional characters and simplified 
characters (Ross & Ma, 2014).  
1.3 Research Context: the ROSETE program 
The Research Oriented School/Industry Engaged Teacher-Researcher Education (ROSETE) 
Program was initiated by the New South Wales Department of Education, Ningbo Municipal 
Education Bureau, and Western Sydney University in 2008. This program was characterized 
as a “transnational, multi-level, inter-organizational innovation for increasing the learning of 
Chinese” (Sign & Ballantyne, 2014, p. 203). It involves native Chinese speakers who have 
newly graduated from their first/second degrees in China to volunteer to teach Chinese in 
Western Sydney schools. At the same time, the teacher-researchers are required to conduct 
research about their teaching and complete a thesis for their Master of Philosophy degree at 
Western Sydney University. This program enables these teacher-researchers to master 
knowledge of research-based teaching pedagogies which promote their research on making 
Chinese learnable. The ROSETE program has made Chinese teaching more accessible to 
non-background beginning learners in Australian primary and high schools.  
As one of the teacher-researchers in the ROSETE program, I arrived in Australia in August 
2016 and started observing other Chinese teachers’ classes in November, af ter being trained 
in language and knowing more about teaching in Australian schools. I spent a few weeks 
observing classes and in 2017, I started teaching in Spring Flower Public School. At this 
primary school, I taught 10 hours per week, 6 classes each week, including Year 1 students 
and Kindergarten children. Before I came to Australia, I worked as a teacher in an English 
training school for 7 months. My daily job was to teach each lesson from the textbook and 
give feedback on their exercise books. The most inspiring thing that I learnt from this 
experience was that I saw the importance of engaging students in varied learning activities. I 
started teaching in this training school in May 2015 when I was nearly finishing my college 
life at the Science and Technology College of Ningbo University. My major in the college 
was English and the focus of my major was on translation since the second year of my study. 
Four years’ learning experience trained me to be a careful and hard-working learner. During 
my teaching period in Australia for four school terms, I prepared lessons with different 
learning tasks in different forms to prepare students before implementing sociodramatic play. 
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Sometimes I needed to pretend to be one of them and used the children’s register to better 
communicate with them. After class time, students and I would talk to each other about our 
lives. Besides this, I also participated in the events at the traditional Chinese festival that the 
primary school organized. Through doing so, the whole school and the students’ parents got 
to know about Chinese culture and my role in the school. 
1.4 Preliminary observation and research interest 
Schooling is a little bit different in different states in Australia. According to the National 
Report on Schooling in Australia in 2011 (Australian Curriculum, 2013), primary education 
starts from preliminary year followed by Years 1 to 6. Secondary education consists of Years 
7 to 12 in New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, the Northern Territory and the Australian 
Capital Territory. While in Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia, primary 
education ends at Year 7 and secondary education starts at Year 8.  
The whole curriculum is three-dimensional which is reflected on the disciplinary knowledge, 
general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities (F-10 curriculum, 2018). Disciplinary 
knowledge is found in eight learning areas: English, Mathematics, Science, Health and 
Physical Education, Humanities and Social Sciences, The Arts, Technologies and Languages. 
“The learning areas of English, Mathematics, Science, Health and Physical Education 
comprise a single subject. The learning areas of Humanities and Social Sciences, The Arts, 
Technologies and Languages each comprise multiple subjects.” (As cited in F-10 curriculum). 
Languages comprise Chinese. 
Each school in Australia determines its routine to meet the needs of the local and community, 
as well as the legislation requirements (Department of education, 2018). Schools are open 
from Monday to Friday over four separate terms during the year. That is about 180 days per 
year; each term lasts 9-11 weeks. The typical school day in Australia is from 9am until 
3.30pm and lunch is eaten at school, with a shorter break in the mid-morning. Many schools 
operate before and after school clubs to cater for working parents. Chinese language class is 
arranged in morning session and afternoon session on school days. 
My formal observation of students’ Chinese classes started in the last two weeks of 2016. The 
Chinese classes I observed were Years 5 and 6. Students I observed were mature and could 
decide their attitude towards learning. Most of them were engaging in class activities 
earnestly. However, when these students were practising speaking some pronunciations, I 
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found that they could not pronounce some pinyin clearly. From then on, I started to think that 
spoken Chinese might be my potential research topic. During my observation period, the 
Chinese teacher was teaching Chinese in many forms, such as learning Chinese through 
singing songs and playing their familiar games but giving instructions in Chinese. Students 
were excited when participating in playing those games. They seemed to think that they were 
playing games, not learning a language. Or perhaps they liked learning Chinese through play. 
Therefore, I considered that learning through playing might be an effective way to teach. 
Later, the literature I read about play, especially on sociodramatic play, strengthened my 
resolve to use it to teach spoken Chinese to young students.  
1.5 Research on sociodramatic play  
Sociodramatic play accounts for a significant proportion of the behaviour of children at the 
ages of six and seven. Sociodramatic play is a form of ‘symbolic play’, which uses symbols 
to represent various functions external to the original function of those symbols (Musthafa, 
2001). The name “sociodramatic play” is sometimes used interchangeably with “social 
fantasy play,” “social imaginative play,” “social make-believe play,” and “social pretend 
play” (Levy, 1986, p. 134, as cited in Musthafa, 2001).  
Sociodramatic play in this study refers to play that occurs in pre-set contexts, where groups of 
children who are at the ages of 6 to 7 participate in verbal communication using recently 
learnt Chinese vocabulary and sentences, through voluntary role taking or discussion about 
the roles with teachers. Sociodramatic play provides children with many opportunities for 
interactions with their peers and adults which is significant in developing their language and 
social abilities. Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) point out that sociodramatic play has 
some overlaps with dramatic play, but the former has two characteristics that distinguish it 
from the latter, which are: communicating the context in language, and interacting socially. 
Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland (1992) argue that sociodramatic play has other characteristics: 
imitative role play, make-believe in regard to objects, make-believe in regard to actions and 
situations, persistence of 10-minute duration, interaction and verbal communication. Banerjee, 
Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) outlined the characteristics of sociodramatic play including 
make-believing using objects, assuming a make-believe role, make-believing about a 
situation or action, and persisting with or being able to continue the play in the face of 
challenges. Learning through interaction and communication are essential to sociodramatic 
play.  
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The benefits of implementing sociodramatic play are manifold. Students can develop social, 
emotional, cognitive, numeracy and physical skills. Their emergent literacy is also developed 
through it (Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari, 2016). Students’ different learning styles are 
catered for, as sociodramatic play is a comprehensive learning process which can 
accommodate verbal, auditory, visual and kinaesthetic types (Gardner, 2011). Motivation for 
learning Chinese is also activated as its learning context is more novel and it is a student-
directed style of learning (Stanton-Chapman, 2015).  
Implementing sociodramatic play, however, requires interventions from the environment and 
adults. Korat, Bahar and Snapir (2002), and Fesseha and Pyle (2016) regard the preparation 
of the environment and teachers’ assistance as factors crucial to contributing to their 
academic development. They think highly of teachers’ roles in play and attribute students’ 
progress to teachers’ involvement. Some researchers have examined specific aspects of 
teachers’ intervention, such as teachers’ questioning and responsiveness to students’ play 
(Sohyun, Carol, Myae and Martha, 2014 & 2016) while other researchers have outlined the 
possible roles that teachers can assume in scaffolding students’ play (Banerjee, Alsalman & 
Alqafari, 2016). These possible roles include stage manager, observer, player, interpreter, 
mediator and social director. These roles guide me in my thinking about teacher participants’ 
roles in my own research. Environmental intervention is also important to students’ 
sociodramatic play. Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) introduce six environmental 
interventions to play. Their proposed methods of intervention are also explored in my 
research.  
1.6 Research Questions  
Therefore, this study aims to explore the overarching research question: How can the 
sociodramatic play be used to improve Year 1 non-background beginning learners’ spoken 
Chinese in an Australian primary school?  
This overarching question will be explored through three contributory questions: 
1. What preparatory teaching/learning activities are required before engaging Year 1 non-
background beginning learners in Chinese-speaking sociodramatic play?  
2. How does the use of sociodramatic play help Year 1 non-background beginning learners’ 
spoken Chinese?  
3. What challenges are associated with the use of sociodramatic play for teaching spoken 
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Chinese to Year 1 non-background beginning learners, and how can these challenges be 
addressed? 
1.7 Research Methods  
The Action Research model has been chosen for this study for its suitability to improve 
educator’s practice through classroom research. There were two research cycles in this study. 
The findings of the first cycle informed the implementation of Cycle 2. This research 
recruited two groups of participants: 
Group 1: Year 1 students, who are non-background beginning learners with no experience in 
learning Chinese as a second language. 
Group 2: Two classroom teachers and Chinese teachers. The two classroom teachers are from 
the student participants' class. They rotated to support my teaching and researching in the 
primary school where data were collected. Two Chinese teachers were my colleagues and 
supervisors whose first language was Chinese. They participated in assisting students’ 
sociodramatic play. 
Data collection was conducted through: 1) observation notes, 2) feedback from teacher 
participants and student participants, 3) teacher-researcher’s reflective journals, and 4) pre- 
and post-tests. Data were analysed through memo writing, initial coding and focused coding 
(See Chapter 3 for more details about research design and methods). 
 
1.8 Thesis structure  
This thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the general background of this study. 
It includes the situation of teaching Chinese globally and especially in Australia. The research 
context is also introduced to support readers’ understanding of this study. Issues reviewed 
from the literature and observed through some Chinese classes are delineated, which leads to 
the raising of research questions accordingly. Definition of some important terms are 
explained in this chapter for better understanding and consistency within this thesis. The 
methodology utilized in this study is introduced briefly. The research significance of this 
study is also explained.  
Chapter 2 reviews the literature on teaching Chinese, especially using sociodramatic play, to 
give an overview of the intellectual field in which this study is situated. It describes the 
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Chinese teaching which occurs outside China and delineates the challenges in teaching 
Chinese to English speaking learners. Sociodramatic play as a special way of teaching 
Chinese is the focus of this chapter. In addition, the theoretical framework backing up the use 
of sociodramatic play is described.  
Chapter 3 gives a detailed description about research methods, including the research design, 
research principles, data collection and analysis procedures.  
Chapter 4 addresses the first contributory research question. It explains four types of 
preparatory learning activities for implementing sociodramatic play, based on evidence 
relating to students’ performance and my observations and preparation. It includes 
preparatory vocabulary learning and review, preparatory cultural learning, setting up the stage 
and teacher collaboration. It solves the problem of preparing students and the settings for 
sociodramatic play.  
Chapter 5 addresses the second and the third research questions. It analyzes the evidence 
concerning how to scaffold students’ learning of spoken Chinese through sociodramatic play, 
and the possible ways to address challenges encountered when implementing sociodramatic 
play. Teachers’ roles and students’ interests play significant parts in facilitating students’ play. 
Learning outcomes are presented in this chapter as well. 
Chapter 6 summarizes the findings relating to each contributory research question and 
synthesizes the findings in response to the overarching research question “How can the 
sociodramatic play be used to improve Year 1 non-background learners’ spoken Chinese in an 
Australian primary school?” The implications of teaching and researching are presented, and 
the limitations of this study are discussed.  
1.9 Significance of this study 
This study explores the innovative practice of sociodramatic play in teaching spoken Chinese 
to non-background beginning learners. It has significance for the research field on teaching 
Chinese as a second language, for student participants in the Australian public schools, and 
for myself and future teacher-researchers. 
Research on sociodramatic play largely focuses on teaching and learning the English 
language as the first or second language. Few studies address the use of sociodramatic play in 
teaching spoken Chinese to non-background beginning learners. This research is an initial 
9 
 
step in this area, and the findings will provide preliminary insights for future research in 
using sociodramatic play to teach Chinese.  This study has also been a significant journey for 
me as a teacher-researcher. Through researching the topic, I have come to understand what 
effective teaching practices, and what differentiated roles and responsibilities, are required 
when using sociodramatic play, as well as the importance of making adequate preparations 
and critical reflections. This study has also given me an opportunity to understand the 
research process and the usefulness of research in improving teaching practice. This study 
will also inspire teachers who are teaching spoken Chinese to young children in Australia. 
Specifically, the findings of this study will help teachers understand the importance of 
designing appropriate preparatory activities for sociodramatic play, understanding their roles 
in scaffolding during the sociodramatic play, and identifying and addressing the challenges 
inherent in using sociodramatic play to teach spoken Chinese. For the students, this study has 
improved their participation in speaking Chinese and their outcomes in pronouncing and 
memorizing the taught vocabulary and sentences. By doing so, their spoken Chinese has been 
developed significantly.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
This chapter reviews literature about the situation of teaching Chinese overseas, the 
application of sociodramatic play to teaching Chinese and its theoretical support. The 
situation of teaching Chinese among other countries outside China, and especially in 
Australia, will be introduced in detail in Section 2.1. In this section, difficulties of learning 
Chinese by non-Chinese-background students will also be explained and some teaching 
methods will be presented. Secondly, literature about the theoretical framework of this thesis 
will show how it supports sociodramatic play as applied to teaching language. It includes the 
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and scaffolding which is included in sociocultural 
theory. Lastly, literature about sociodramatic play and its application in teaching language are 
reviewed to help give practical guidance in conducting sociodramatic play and finding 
solutions to some inherent limitations. Definitions, features and the implementation of 
sociodramatic play in teaching language are three primary components of Section 2.3. 
Besides this, literature about play and learning will also be reviewed as sociodramatic play is 
one of the branches of play in Section 2.3.1. The following figure presents the logic of this 
chapter.  
 
Figure 1 Logic of Chapter 2 
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2.1 Teaching Chinese as a second language 
The past decade has witnessed a great expansion of teaching Chinese worldwide. In the US, 
over 500 schools and universities run Chinese language programs, and in France, the number 
is over 152. There are more Chinese programs in Japan, Korea and Singapore. In Australia,29 
universities and colleges had Chinese programs in 2001. The promotion of teaching Chinese 
is also prominent in the issued policies of North American, Australian, and Singaporean 
governments with growing numbers of students learning Chinese. Confucius Institutes are 
also symbolic of the growing promotion of the Chinese language overseas. The first 
Confucius Institutes were established in 2004 in Korea, and there were more than 375 
Confucius Institutes in 76 countries worldwide by 2010 (Tsung, 2010). 
The history of teaching Chinese in Australia stretches back more than 40 years while teaching 
the language has only been widespread for the past two decades. Teaching a second language 
in Australian primary and secondary schools varies a little from state to state, as education at 
these two phases is the responsibility of each state (Orton, 2016). Most secondary schools 
offer one, two or more language choices. The choices of languages are determined from those 
“spoken in the major Western European countries, those of major immigrant groups (who 
total some 30% of the Australian population), and those of significant neighbouring countries 
in the Asia-Pacific region” (p. 369). The Chinese language accounts for one of the six 
languages included in the “significant neighbouring countries in the Asia-Pacific”. However, 
by 2015 the number of students learning Chinese was the least among those other five 
languages (Orton, 2016). Not all primary schools offer foreign language classes, while some 
do but only provide them with 30 minutes per week. However, Orton mentions that The 
Australian Curriculum for Languages has a Chinese program which suggests primary school 
students will learn Chinese for at least 350 hours from year 1 to year 6, while there is only a 
30-minute period per week in some schools and some only once per fortnight. Orton (2016) 
regards such offerings as cultural experiences rather than language learning, even though 
language is taught during this period. Other schools offer genuine language classes two or 
three times per week with at least 30 minutes each time, while there is a small set of bilingual 
schools offering 30%-50% of total teaching time spent in learning Chinese or studying other 
subjects taught in the Chinese language.  
Even though Australian government has been trying to promote the learning of Chinese 
language, the result of it was not satisfying. Orton (2016) explains that although the Federal 
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Government’s National Asian Languages and Studies in Australian Schools (NALSAS) 
program and the National Asian Languages and Literacy in Schools Program (NALLSP) 
have put funding into teaching of the Chinese language from time to time, it seems that there 
is a lack of students graduating from Australian schools with proficient Chinese language 
ability. She identifies three main reasons in the Chinese Language Education in Australian 
Schools (CLEAS) report causing the non-background learners’ dropout from Chinese class. 
This report was written in response to the then prime minister Kevin Rudd’s call that 12% of 
Australian graduates should be fluent in one of the following Asian languages by 2020: 
Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian or Korean. The three reasons are as follows:  
1) The presence of strong numbers of first Asian language speakers, locally born or 
otherwise, who shared classes with and overwhelmed the Australian non-
background students in assessment tasks and scores; 
2) The students’ lack of success in developing proficiency due to the intrinsic 
difficulties of Chinese for an English-speaking learner, combined with 
inappropriate teaching approaches and a totally inadequate provision of time 
needed for the task;  
3) An often-unsupportive learning environment at school, in their family and in the                            
community (p. 24-25). 
Some of these reasons are detailed in Orton’s (2016) other study which focuses on explaining 
the issues in teaching Chinese in Australia. In that journal, she observes that obstacles to 
successful Chinese teaching are from students, teachers and the communities in which they 
live. Firstly, students’ attitude towards Chinese language is not so positive, as English is the 
current universal language, and they have seen no greater advantage in learning Chinese than 
in learning mathematics and science in Australian society. Their progress in learning Chinese 
is also very slow which makes them feel it is not worth persisting with learning it. Secondly, 
many students quit learning Chinese because they need good marks while there are many first 
language speakers who speak fluent Chinese which makes it difficult for these non-
background students to get good grades. Thirdly, it also suggests that teachers should think 
about their teaching methods. Teachers of Chinese do not have a mature teaching pedagogy 
that can raise students’ interest and engage them in learning activities. Besides this, Orton 
argues that these teachers are weak in classroom management and dealing with teacher-
student relations. 
In addition to the above reasons which make Chinese challenging for students, there are the 
intrinsic difficulties of learning Chinese for English speakers because of the different systems 
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of orthography and pronunciation. Chinese was listed by the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) 
of the United States Department of State as one of the most difficult languages to learn in the 
world (Xu & Padilla, 2013). The FSI also calculates that an English speaker needs to spend 
3.5 times longer to learn Chinese than other European languages (Orton, 2016). Teng, Guey 
and Laraie (2016) emphasize that the difficulties of learning Chinese are mainly associated 
with the tones in pronunciation and hanzi. This is partly because English is an alphabetic 
language whose “orthography of a phrase typically has a specific relationship with its 
pronunciation”, while Chinese orthography “does not necessarily correspond to specific 
phonemes” (Chen et al., 2013, p.89). Chinese language is a logographic language system in 
which each symbol represents an idea that has little correspondence to its pronunciation 
(Sung & Wu, 2011). Therefore, Australian learners of Chinese whose first languages are 
alphabetic may find it challenging to apply the learning experiences of their first language to 
the learning of Chinese, both in pronunciation and orthography.  
When talking about the learning of Chinese, another inevitable part of it is the writing form, 
hanzi.  Mushangwe and Chisoni (2015) research the influence of learning Chinese pinyin as a 
substitute for hanzi. They maintain that Chinese pinyin can improve Western students’ 
accessibility to the Chinese language, as pinyin, like their first language, is also an 
alphabetical system. However, they recognize that the pinyin system cannot be used as a 
substitute for the learning of hanzi as often several different hanzi have the same 
pronunciation. Therefore, the researchers advocate that teachers should balance the teaching 
of pinyin and hanzi. Specifically, they argue that hanzi should be introduced after a few 
weeks’ focus on pinyin only. 
Relating the writing form, hanzi to its pronunciation is a creative way of learning Chinese. 
Teng, Guey and Laraie (2016) introduce strategies in learning and memorizing the tones of 
hanzi, such as simulating sounds from the immediate environment, which means making 
connection between everyday life and Chinese tone pronunciation. This suggestion is 
supported by a theory that “learning is a process that creates or consolidates the relations 
between new material and cognitive structure” (p. 83). They explain that if two separate parts 
are isolated, they become meaningless. They also suggest that tone information can be 
integrated with hanzi. For example, hanzi “乌”(wū) has the first tone and also a horizontal 
stroke that resembles the symbol for the first tone. Hanzi “兔” (tù) has a stroke that 
symbolizes the fourth tone, which is also the tone of “兔”. However, such strategy can only 
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be used when learners master the writing of hanzi which is a higher requirement. Teng, Guey 
and Laraie also take collocations into account, as they regard collocations as the essential 
difference between native languages and second languages. If learners can know a certain 
amount of collocation words, their reaction to a new language will be just like processing 
their own native language. Lastly, the three researchers put forward a theory that tones can be 
integrated into music temperament. Tones of hanzi are just like notes that can affect the pitch 
of songs. They suggest that teachers can use notations in a song to help teach tone 
pronunciation. Chen et al. (2013) argue that hanzi can be divided into “phonographic 
characters” and “logographic characters”. A phonographic Chinese character is pronounced 
in the same way as one of its components in writing. For example, 1）里； 2）鲤； 3）理, 
which share the same component “里” also have the same pronunciation (lǐ).  
Although researchers have identified some hanzi which are relevant to their pronunciations, 
there are still a great amount of hanzi that have no relevance to their pronunciation. Everson 
(1998) studies how to improve students’ recognition of hanzi through pronouncing them. He 
argues that with a different writing system, hanzi are rather challenging for students who 
speak English as their first language. He explains that hanzi and their pronunciation are 
organized in a largely irregular and unsystematic manner, and it is important to discover the 
relationship between speech and meaning. He suggests that beginning learners can rely on 
visual means to memorize hanzi.  
As there are many Chinese words which share the same pronunciation, but different tones 
and shapes, some researchers aim to find the relation between these Chinese words. Ni (2016) 
proposes that verbal and imagery encoding methods help the retention of the shape and 
meaning of abstract words, rather than relying on using verbal encoding alone. The author 
observes that hanzi “八, 爸, 巴, 拔, 把, and 吧” share the same pronunciation (ba) but 
different tones. To distinguish these hanzi needs verbal and imaginary encoding skills. He 
thinks highly of the choosing of hanzi to best suit the non-background learners’ levels. He 
suggests teaching hanzi of “high-frequent, less visually complex, more phonetically irregular, 
and less semantically transparent ones” (p. 24). 
In order to find an effective way to improve students’ pronunciation, some researchers try 
pinyin or tonal spelling. McGinnis (1997) researches the different effects of teaching Chinese 
pronunciation by tonal spelling and diacritics. Diacritics are pinyin, while tonal spelling is an 
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exception to these tonal representation systems and is called gwoyeu ro-matzyh (GR). For 
example, the syllable “ma” in pinyin has four alternative pronunciations, that is “mā, má, mǎ, 
mà” while in the GR system, they are represented as “mha, ma, maa, and mah”. McGinnis 
found that GR did not contribute to greater accuracy of pronunciation after conducting his 
own comparative study on students. Zhang (1994) regards pinyin as an efficient method of 
teaching pronunciation and developed a hypermedia tutorial program for the study of pinyin. 
He utilized a computer to conduct this program and found that students are well used to 
learning pinyin through this tutorial program.  
Pinyin and hanzi are two essential parts of making Chinese learnable. Singh and Han (2014) 
put forward three educational aims for ‘making Chinese learnable’ which include:  
1) Engaging students in activities that are always undertaken by English instructions 
first, then repeated with the same activity in the target language, such as Chinese.  
2) Engaging students in activities that maximize their practice time in using Chinese.  
3) Improving student’s interest in learning Chinese by meeting and talking with 
Chinese people.  
They argue that the learnability of Chinese can be observed through classroom engagement, 
participation in class activities and students’ response to questions.  
Peer interaction is found to have positive influence on learning Chinese. Wang’s (2014) study 
of secondary school students learning Chinese found that peer talk in Chinese and peer 
reflection encouraged and stimulated their memory of pinyin and hanzi. However, when 
teaching young primary school students, these strategies need to be revised in relation to 
students’ different characteristics. For example, sociodramatic play can provide young 
primary school students with opportunities to practice their spoken Chinese with their peers. 
However, the play setting needs to be carefully designed and scaffolded to cater to young 
learners. 
2.2 ZPD, Scaffolding and Sociodramatic Play 
The implementation of sociodramatic play is guided by sociocultural theory, as this theory 
provides a theoretical frame which includes ZPD and scaffolding strategies. Vygotsky’s 
(1978) sociocultural theory emphasizes the interaction between students and teachers or more 
capable peers through mediation across the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (as cited 
in Pentimonti & Justice, 2010). ZPD is defined as “the distance between the actual 
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developmental level as determined by independent problem solving, and the level of potential 
development as determined by problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 
more capable peers.” (Vygotsky, 1978, as cited in Bluiett, 2009, p. 8). ZPD changes as 
students progress in their learning (Lantolf, Thorne & Poehner, 2015). The concept of 
scaffolding describes the nature of interactions between teachers and students, and students 
and their more capable peers (Walqui, 2006). This interaction will be adjusted and adapted in 
teaching and learning based on the performance of students. With the assistance of teachers, 
students internalize what they have learnt from their social context and build on their 
previous knowledge. Every aspect of development occurs first at a social level and then at the 
level of the individual (Axelrod, 2017). Children first learn language or other social skills 
with the help of more capable peers or adults in a social context, then internalize what they 
have learnt during the learning process.  
The context in which interactions happen is another important factor of sociocultural theory 
(Axelrod, 2017). Axelrod argues that children’s development of language cannot be separated 
from the setting where they use language and the people they speak to. This point of view 
corresponds to the features of sociodramatic play, which is conducted through peer 
interaction and adult-peer interaction in a pre-set context. Axelrod highlights the importance 
of students’ practice of language during play, and how teachers support students’ play by 
creating opportunities for students to play and interact with their peers. Following this theory, 
teaching spoken Chinese goes beyond teachers transferring vocabulary and grammar to 
include specifically developing students’ language through increasing interactions. Activities 
such as farming, cooking and paper-cutting can be embedded in the process of teaching a 
language through sociodramatic play (Turuk, 2008).  
Scaffolding happens when a less capable child is assisted by more capable peers or teachers 
(Lee, 2008). Children often find it challenging to solve a language problem individually in 
the beginning stage of learning a foreign language (Ahmadi & Rozati, 2017). Lee (2008) 
describes scaffolding as “a continuum from minimal help to gradually offering more specific 
assistance, and then to an eventual gaining of independent self-regulated learning” (p.54). 
According to Lee (2008), scaffolding supports intersubjective and collaborative efforts that 
require both the teacher and the learners to share the same understanding to accomplish a 
joint activity through classroom interactions. Pentimonti and Justice (2010) also note that 
teacher scaffolding is a spanning continuum, in which teachers offer different amounts of 
scaffolding according to children’s maturity, in completing a given task. A low level of 
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scaffolding includes “generalizing, reasoning, and predicting”; a high level of support 
comprises “eliciting, reducing choices, and co-participating” (p. 243).  
Students’ proficiency of Chinese is regarded as a mirror to teachers’ scaffolding.  Research 
by Pentimonti and Justice (2010), as well as Wolf, Guzman-Orth, Lopez, Castellano, 
Himelfarb and Tsutagawa (2016) underscores the importance of taking students’ proficiency 
into account when teachers and more capable peers are scaffolding them. Proficiency levels 
can be judged by the degrees of independence of students’ performance. When students are at 
the beginning level of proficiency, they are more reliant on teachers and often need highly 
specific scaffolding. As they move to higher levels of proficiency, scaffolding changes from 
moderate to low.  
In sociodramatic play, scaffolding occurs during teacher-student interaction as well as peer 
interaction. For a beginning learner of spoken Chinese, teacher scaffolding may be as specific 
as modelling pronunciation. Modelling often occurs between teachers and students (Ahmadi 
& Rozati, 2017). Students constantly ask for teachers’ help when they are learning to 
pronounce new vocabulary until they become fluent. Most research on play takes teachers’ 
roles and peer roles into account. Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell’s (2016) study focused 
on teachers’ responsiveness to pre-schoolers’ utterances in sociodramatic play. They argue 
that teachers can facilitate students’ verbal interactions by responding to their interests. Some 
practical suggestions are raised by them: teachers are advised to continue the children-
initiated topic by repeating it, or extending the portion or all of children’s speech, rather than 
starting a new topic in sociodramatic play. The same authors published their 2014 study 
which examines preschool teachers’ questioning in sociodramatic play. They hold that 
“teachers’ use of open-ended and closed-ended questions in sociodramatic play encouraged 
children’s utterances and provided the children with language modeling” (p. 569). Enz and 
Christie (1993) conducted research into teachers’ roles and their impact on children’s play. 
They had two groups of participants: one group with literacy materials only, another group 
with literacy materials and teacher involvement. According to their analysis, the group with 
teacher involvement was more effective in the play. Korat, Bahar and Snapir (2002) aim to 
explore teachers’ roles in children’s literacy development through different themes of 
sociodramatic play. For example, in the theme of “looking for a nanny”, teachers do not push 
students too much but meet students at their level. Teachers do not write what students need 
immediately but take them a step forward to sustain the students’ senses of interest and 
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ownership. Stanton-Chapman (2015) focuses on understanding how teachers can promote 
positive peer interactions in sociodramatic play.  
It is evidenced that proper adult children interaction and peer interaction are helpful to the 
development of language skills. Stremmel and Fu (1993) conclude from Vygotsky’s work 
that proper adult-child interaction helps extend children’s skills and knowledge. Ahmadi 
and Rozati (2017) carried out their research on second language learners’ listening 
comprehension in three groups. In the first group, more capable students were asked to assist 
their less capable peers. In the second group, co-equal students were asked to assist their 
peers. In the third group, students worked individually and did not communicate with each 
other. The results showed that foreign language learners perform more effectively when 
assisted by their peers than students who did the listening comprehension individually. This 
research demonstrates that collaboration among peers is effective when learning a language 
skill, such as listening comprehension. Lillard, Lerner, Hopkins, Dore, Smith and Palmquist 
(2013) also find that positive peer interactions promote children’s language development and 
emotion regulation. Peer interaction and adult children interaction happen naturally in 
sociodramatic play. The next section will specifically review literature about how 
sociodramatic play has been applied to teaching and learning languages. 
2.3 Sociodramatic play and language learning 
2.3.1 Play and learning  
Play most often occurs in early childhood. However, its presence in early childhood 
development research was unheard of until the 20th century (Fesseha & Pyle, 2016). Piaget 
(1962, as cited in Fesseha & Pyle, 2016) explores the use of play for early development and 
Vygotsky (1967, as cited in Fesseha & Pyle, 2016) regards play as a leading source of 
development in the preschool years. Researchers often try to define play according to how it 
can be best utilized. Smith and Vollstedt (1985) define play by referring to four 
characteristics: flexibility, positive affect, non-literality, and intrinsic motivation. Others have 
also attempted to define it with multifaceted features. From the psychological perspective, 
Eberle (2014) defines play as a voluntary process “prompted by emotional experiences and 
pleasure” with six basic elements: anticipation, surprise, pleasure, understanding, strength, 
and poise. From the neurological perspective, Pellis, Pellis and Himmler (2014) note play’s 
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function in contributing to brain activity and cognitive development. Definitions of play are 
many and often controversial, which cause challenges in implementing it.  
Researchers define play from different perspectives but often play and learning are discussed 
separately. It is observed in Europe and the USA that the tendency of starting formal learning 
as early as possible has diminished and replaced play with other learning activities (Berkhout, 
Bakkers, Hoekman & Goorhuis-Brouwer, 2013). A great many investigations have found that 
language thrives when peer-interaction and student-adult interaction happens in a playful 
manner, which suggest that play can contribute to the learning of languages (Weisberg, Zosh, 
Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2013). Play-based learning is regarded as a beneficial method for 
children’s development socially and emotionally (Pyle and Bigelow, 2015; Stagnitti, Bailey, 
Hudspeth, Reynolds & Kidd, 2016). More recently, its academic benefits have also been 
confirmed according to Pyle and Bigelow’s research. For example, sociodramatic play has 
been demonstrated by researchers (e.g., Van Oers and Duijkers, 2013) to improve students’ 
vocabulary development in constructed contexts (e.g., doctor’s office).   
Benefits from different aspects of play-based learning are discussed by researchers. Weisberg, 
Zosh, Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff (2013) reviewed the following four studies that research the 
connections between play and language learning: Christakis, Zimmerman and Garrison 
(2007); Levy, Schaefer and Phelps (1986); Lovinger (1974); and Smilansky (1968). These 
studies argue that more time and opportunity for children’s play or training for play should be 
made available. Researchers of these studies support the claim that play serves the 
development of language. Korat, Bahar and Snapir (2002) suggest that play-based learning 
increases children’s literacy development. It also provides students opportunities to use 
language and vocabulary which they will use in reading and writing. Play-based learning also 
enhances students’ mathematic and scientific thinking (Fesseha & Pyle, 2016). Bergen (2009) 
also researches how play-based learning improves students’ creativity and adaptability which 
are necessary for fields such as engineering, architecture and mathematics. Stagnitti, Bailey, 
Hudspeth, Reynolds and Kidd (2016) state that play-based learning increases the opportunity 
for children’s engagement in play, which fosters children’s positive attitude toward learning. 
Stagnitti, Bailey, Hudspeth, Reynolds and Kidd’s claim that the benefits of play-based 
learning have not been translated into educational practice; instead, “there has been an 
increasing trend towards the devaluation of play” (p. 390). They support this with an example 
that parents still believe that sitting at desks and learning academically is more valuable. 
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Although the extant research has highlighted the importance of play for young children, there 
are some contradictory views on this claim. For example, Lillard et al. (2013) argue that there 
is not enough evidence to show that pretend play contributes to development. Lillard et al. 
(2013) and other researchers also debate the role of teachers during play, how and to what 
extent teachers support students. In the study by Stagnitti, Bailey, Hudspeth, Reynolds and 
Kidd (2016), play-based learning is not free play; rather it is integrated into the curriculum 
where teachers facilitate children’s play. Likewise, many studies on play-based learning are 
conducted within the school curriculum. Some policy makers mandate play-based learning 
within classroom learning and play is integrated into the school routine. However, this is not 
the case in Spring Flower Public School where I made many observations. The core of 
researchers’ debate about play-based learning is whether play-based learning contributes to 
the development of students’ cognitive or emotional development, or their learning of certain 
skills. Traditional focus on education is still on academic-based learning which challenges 
play-based learning.  
Three types of play are outlined according to different stages of cognitive development 
(Piaget ,1962, cited in Musthafa, 2001): Practice play dominates the sensorimotor stage and 
occurs from birth to approximately 2 years of age. Symbolic play becomes prominent during 
the pre-operational stage and occurs from ages 2 to 7. Games with rules come into 
prominence during the concrete operational stage, which is from ages 7 to 11. Sociodramatic 
play falls under symbolic play as it is  
“associated with children’s growing ability to use symbols for a variety of functional 
purposes external to the symbols themselves: e.g., to represent an object absent from 
immediate physical context, to construct imagined social realities, and regulate 
communicative events typically happening in certain contexts” (p. 3). 
 
The definition of sociodramatic play also has some overlap with pretend play. Banerjee and 
Horn (2013) point out that sociodramatic play most often occurs during preschool ages and 
accounts for great portions of children’s behaviour. This study’s participants are Year 1 
students who are six to seven years old. Smith (2009) lists six types of play, including social 
contingency play, sensorimotor play, object play, language play, physical activity play, and 
fantasy or pretend play. He defines fantasy/pretend play as: 
 
characterized by the nonliteral use of objects, actions, or vocalizations. A block 
becomes a cake, or a piece of paper becomes a bus ticket. Actions can mime pretend 
behaviours such as drinking a cup of tea or turning the steering wheel of a car. 
“Vroom-vroom” signifies the car noise (p. 9). 
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The above descriptions of the characteristics of pretend play has some similarities with 
sociodramatic play.  
2.3.2 Definition and features of sociodramatic play 
Definitions and key characteristics   
Sociodramatic play is variously called “social fantasy play,” social imaginative play,” “social 
make-believe play,” and social pretend play” (Levy, 1986, p. 134, as cited in Musthafa, 2001). 
The terms ‘sociodramatic play’ and dramatic play have been used interchangeably by some 
scholars (e.g. Chakraborty & Stone,2009; Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell, 2016). 
Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) point out that dramatic play has overlaps with 
sociodramatic play. Sociodramatic play has two characteristics that distinguish it from simple 
dramatic play; these are “using language to communicate the context of play; and interacting 
socially while playing” (p.301).  
Sociodramatic play is conceptually underpinned by sociocultural theory. It offers 
opportunities for children’s literacy development and improves their learning of language 
through peer interaction and adult-child interaction. Sociodramatic play develops children’s 
varied skills whilst entitling them to control their own learning. Engaging in a thematic social 
situation helps develop children’s linguistic and social skills. Different themes of 
sociodramatic play offer children opportunities to act out roles verbally and communicate 
with peers and teachers in different settings (Galeano, 2011). Through participating in 
sociodramatic play, children can develop social, emotional, cognitive and physical skills. In 
addition, students learn to make decisions and solve problems, which develops their emergent 
literacy (Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari, 2016). Sociodramatic play also accommodates 
students’ different learning styles, including verbal, auditory, visual and kinaesthetic 
(Gardner, 2011). Calabrese (2003) relates that play is child-centred. Sociodramatic play 
which centres on peer interactions benefits children in a great number of ways including 
“positive peer relationships, friendship building, appropriate problem-solving during play, 
and peer acceptance” (Stanton-Chapman, 2015, p.99). Opportunities for peer interactions 
during sociodramatic play might be evidenced in students’ collaboration in providing 
solutions and solving problems in play. When committing sociodramatic play students have 
higher motivation than in the traditional learning context of academic, teacher-directed 
teaching. They take on roles and act out with peers (Stanton-Chapman, 2015).  
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The key characteristics of sociodramatic play have been discussed by many researchers. 
For example, Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) outlined four features of it: “make -
believing using objects, assuming a make-believe role, make-believing about a situation 
or action, persisting or being able to continue the play in face of challenges” (Banerjee, 
Alsalman and Alqafari, p. 301). Similarly, Smilansky (1968) defines that sociodramatic 
play contains six elements or criteria: imitative role play, make-believe in regard to 
objects, make-believe in regard to actions and situations, persistence of 10-minute 
duration, interaction and verbal communication (As cited in Levy, Wolfgang and 
Koorland, 1992). Ideas about the characteristics of sociodramatic play from the  former 
and the latter are rather similar, except the researcher in the latter has two more points, 
interaction and verbal communication which are the essence of sociodramatic play. 
According to Calabrese (2003), sociodramatic play is a special form of play that requires 
children to use their imagination and creativity. Smilansky and Shefatya (1990, as cited in 
Calabrese, 2003) characterize sociodramatic play as consisting of the following six 
components:  
children have time, space, and evocative objects; it is a cooperative enterprise; it is 
characterized by personal freedom; it develops according to a pre-defined theme; it is 
an expressive world of make-believe yet is reality bound; players must be understood 
by other players in order to achieve continuity (p.34). 
 
These features make sociodramatic play a highly relevant strategy in the teaching and 
learning of a second language. Based on a continuity of understanding, teachers and learners 
will be able to sustain interactions in the target language around a pre-defined theme of play. 
In addition, sociodramatic play has also been used to refer to pretend play (e.g. Prairie, 2013). 
According to P. K. Smith (2009), “pretend play is characterized by the nonliteral use of 
objects, actions, or vocalizations” (p. 9).  Smith argues that sociodramatic play is a form of 
more complex pretend play which involves role play and more than one person participating. 
Sociodramatic play has been used to promote students’ creativity (Fein, 1981); development 
of literacy for young children (Korat, Bahar and Snapir, 2002; Christie and Enz, 1992), and 
students with learning difficulties (Levy, Schaefer and Phelps, 1986). However, few studies 
have researched the use of sociodramatic play for learning a second language, especially the 
Chinese language.  
Role taking and verbal communication are two essential elements of sociodramatic play 
(Musthafa, 2001). According to Wolfgang, Mackender & Wolfgang (1981, as cited in Levy, 
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Wolfgang and Koorland, 1992), sociodramatic play refers to ‘play that involves voluntary 
social role-taking with others” (p. 246). Role taking is about how children assume a role other 
than themselves while verbal communication is about children’s ability to use language to 
communicate. In this study, sociodramatic play occurs in pre-set contexts, where groups of 
children participate in verbal communication, mostly in Chinese, through voluntary role 
taking or discussion about the roles with teachers in the Australian context.  
Preparation and environmental intervention 
Preparation before implementing sociodramatic play is important. Chakraborty and Stone 
(2009) says ‘sociodramatic play in primary classes offers children opportunities to develop 
not only holistically, but also specifically in the areas of language and l iteracy’ (p. 96G). He 
argues that sociodramatic play gives children real reasons and chances for using more 
language. Chakraborty and Stone propose two different types of sociodramatic play, 
including theme-based and literature-based (2009). In both theme-based play and literature-
based play, children adopt or make props to help themselves play out roles. They play out by 
developing the story or creating a new setting.  
Researchers on play have demonstrated that play-based learning contributes to students’ 
development of academic skills only if teachers scaffold play either by preparing the 
environment or guiding them directly (Korat, Bahar & Snapir, 2002; Fesseha & Pyle, 2016). 
According to Fesseha and Pyle (2016), the most effective way to support children in play is 
when teachers or adults are there to facilitate the play. Bennett, Wood, and Rogers (1997) 
agree with that opinion and relate that children make greater progress when teachers are 
involved in the play, although the extent to which teachers should participate is still under 
discussion. Bodrova (2008) also proposes that teachers’ scaffolding should lead to higher 
quality of learning in play. Other researchers such as Morrow and Rand (1991), as well as 
Keles and Kalıpc ı¸-So y¨ler (2013) have investigated and proved the impact of environmental 
intervention and adult intervention on children’s sociodramatic play. They found these two 
factors were extremely important in enhancing children’s development of language. 
Environmental intervention refers to “any change of the physical, social or temporal 
environment to facilitate children’s participation, engagement and learning in sociodramatic 
play” (Banerjee, Alsalman & Alqafari, 2016, p. 301). Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) 
outline six types of physical environment intervention, as per the table below: 
Table 1 Types of physical environment intervention in sociodramatic play 
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Type of physical 
environment 
intervention 
Explanation 
Increase classroom 
dramatic time 
Build sociodramatic play into school routine and extend play 
hour to at least 1 hour per morning or afternoon. It is beneficial 
for students to maintain their interests, engagement and learning. 
It is also beneficial for teachers to have enough time observing.  
Prepare children before 
the start of the centre 
time 
“Transition between activities is challengeable for many 
children” (p. 302). Before students start a new activity, the 
teacher always uses simple and predictable instructions to give 
students enough time to prepare themselves.  
Limit the number of 
centres available to 
children at a time 
Children’s play is relatively mature as they have many centres 
prepared at a time. However, they suggest that minimizing the 
play centres to about four or five at a time can encourage 
students’ peer interaction and thus exchange language and share 
their needs, ideas or to problem solve.  
Provide focused centres 
with reading and 
writing material 
Meaningful use of reading and writing materials as encouraged. 
They list an example from the classroom teacher that the teacher 
includes recipe books and writing material in the play area where 
children write grocery lists.  
Bring in the cultural 
aspects within each 
centre 
Resemble scenarios that are familiar to children; props and 
environment is crucial. Teachers are encouraged to seek parents’ 
help to know children’s routines at home rather than assuming 
them. 
Construct a picture 
dictionary  
Making one or more picture dictionaries to help children when 
they encounter vocabulary difficulties. Even though children 
can’t read all of the words in the dictionaries, it has potential 
benefits to connect sight vocabulary and patterns in written 
language. 
Source: Summarised from Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) 
Teachers’ role 
Adults’ interventions have much emphasis on the current philosophy regarding sociodramatic 
play. Sohyun, Carol, Myae and Martha (2016) researched teachers’ responsiveness to 
preschoolers’ utterances in sociodramatic play. They paid attention to not only physical 
environment intervention, but also teachers’ responsiveness. They equipped children’s play 
centres with costumes, props, print and writing material. They also wanted to discover 
teachers’ responsiveness to students’ responsiveness in sociodramatic play. They found that 
teachers should first listen to children’s conversation rather than talking more, a children-
initiated conversation which is also favoured by the current study. Teachers’ responsiveness 
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to students’ sociodramatic play is part of another important factor in promoting children’s 
play, namely adults’ intervention. Adult intervention refers to strategies that adults adopt to 
support children’s play and language learning during play (Banerjee, Alsalman & Alqafari, 
2016). According to Dixon-Krauss (1996), the teacher’s role is like a scaffold, which supports 
students’ learning within their ZPD. ZPD theory makes three significant suggestions:  
1. Teachers mediate or augment children’s learning through social interaction. 
2. Teachers are flexible and provide support based on feedback from the children as 
they are engaged in the learning task. 
3. Teachers vary the amount of support from very explicit to vague, regarding the 
children’s needs. 
There are some strategies outlined by researchers that adults can adopt to scaffold students’ 
learning in play. Smilansky and Shefatya (1990, as cited in Calabrese, 2003) identify 
strategies that adults can use to support children’s engagement in play. They find that in 
Vygotsky’s (1997) analysis, children learn to read and write only if literacy and language 
activities are meaningful for them. Calabrese (2003) touches on the idea that when a 
researcher is engaged in play and guides students to environmental print, students’ reading of 
this print increases. Morrow and Schickedanz (2006) outlines what is required of the adult 
who hopes to foster pretend-play abilities in children. She states that the adults should take 
the responsibility of activating a high level of curiosity, but with the ability to withstand 
uncertainty. The adults must scaffold the play, but within the child’s ZPD. They should also 
keep in mind the characteristics of play and predetermine the roles, content, or the direction 
of play. 
Due to lack of comprehensive understanding of sociodramatic play, researchers have different 
views on teachers’ roles in sociodramatic play. Berkhout, Bakkers, Hoekman and Goorhuis-
Brouwer (2013) consider that the adults’ roles in sociodramatic play largely depend on adults’ 
perceptions of play and their educational background. However, practitioners have different 
understandings of sociodramatic play which leads to incongruence between their views and 
actual practice. Besides, because of the lack of theoretical knowledge or being unclear of 
adults’ roles, some practitioners tend towards adult-led activities.  Some researchers advocate 
diminishing teachers’ participation in play and providing opportunities for children to control 
their play. These two different opinions on teachers’ roles in play challenge teachers’ control 
of the extent of their participation in the play. However, these two ideas may simply represent 
two stages or types of children’s play. In the first stage, children rely more on adults’ support 
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and in the following stage, they may become more independent in directing their play 
gradually. 
Adults’ roles in sociodramatic play should be stimulating, watchful and protective  (Berkhout, 
Bakkers, Hoekman and & Goorhuis-Brouwer, 2013). These researchers “shared a 
commitment to play, had a solid theoretical knowledge and were experienced” (p. 128). 
Teachers can provoke students’ previous knowledge with verbal and body language and then 
lead children to a new topic based on their interests. Meacham and others (2016) have similar 
opinions. According to them, teachers can introduce different play settings, and then children 
can choose any one of them in accordance with their interests. 
Adults may have more than one role in sociodramatic play. Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari 
delineate six roles that adults may assume in sociodramatic play: 
 
Table 2 Adult roles in sociodramatic play 
Adult roles Description 
Observer Adults stay back and observe children’s engagement and 
decide the areas in which adults may need to intervene. 
Stage manager Adults set the stage for children’s informal play 
including preparing props, materials and ensuring 
enough space. 
Player  Adults can be parallel player and co-player. 
Mediator  Teachers teach children skills of conflict resolution and 
offering chances of using language. 
Interpreter Children’s views about the outside world can be guided 
from different perspectives as preschool children are 
egocentric. 
Social director Adults need to find a role appropriate and interesting for 
children. 
There are other roles that teachers can assume in play-based learning. The BBC council (2014) 
released an article about role play and reasons for conducting role play in classrooms. 
Although this article is not named after sociodramatic play, teachers’ roles in these types of 
play may have similarities:                             
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• Facilitator - students may need new language to be 'fed' in by the teacher. If 
rehearsal time is appropriate the feeding in of new language should take place at 
this stage. 
• Spectator - The teacher watches the role-play and offers comments and advice at 
the end. 
• Participant - It is sometimes appropriate to get involved and take part in the role-
play yourself (Retrieved from https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/role-
play). 
Two main roles that teachers can undertake in implementing sociodramatic play to promote 
the development of children’s language learning, including language facilitating and 
language modelling are discussed by Meacham, Carol, Myae and Martha (2014). According 
to them, teacher-facilitated sociodramatic play has been “identified as a key means for 
supporting children’s language and literacy development” (p. 562). Teacher function can be 
concluded as “helping children sustain their play and enact the play roles appropriately, 
particularly using language appropriate to the play’s theme” (p. 563). Functions of facilitating 
can be perceived as teachers help children prepare with materials and props, participate in 
sociodramatic play with students as play leader role or co-play the leader role, using teacher-
like talk instead of pretend talk. When it comes to language modelling, teachers’ taking of a 
certain “role (e.g., doctor, patient, and nurse in doctor’s office play)” in children’s 
sociodramatic play and providing the children with advanced language examples is an 
effective summary of the process. 
However, teachers’ roles in play might be controversial. Chakraborty and Stone (2009) 
perfectly concludes that the teacher’s role is to provide time, opportunities and materials for 
children to unfold the play, knowing that it is the children who are in charge of the play. 
While Korat, Bahar and Snapir (2002) remind us that “the adult’s role in children’s pretend 
play is a matter of some controversy” by claiming that “adult involvement in children’s play 
has been perceived as an interference” (p.386). Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland (1992) tested 
whether sociodramatic play could promote students’ language ability better than traditional 
ways. They conducted an experiment to measure students’ language development repeatedly. 
Chakraborty and Stone (2009) also studied students’ language and literacy development 
through sociodramatic play. Their focus was on setting up different themes to promote 
students’ play. Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell (2016) pay special attention to teachers’ 
responsiveness to students’ speaking in sociodramatic play. They researched how teachers 
might improve students’ utterances by providing effective responses to them. 
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2.3.3 Sociodramatic play and children’s language learning  
It is testified that enriched sociodramatic play can facilitate students’ language development 
more than structured classroom teaching (Levy, Wolfgang & Koorland, 1992). The study 
conducted by Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland is theoretically supported by other researchers 
who put forward that “language is acquired in a social context” (Bernstein, 1961; Bruner, 
1983; Hymes, 1972, as cited in Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland, 1992, p. 246). The most 
favoured social activity enjoyed by children from the ages of 4 to 6 is sociodramatic play 
(Erikson, 1963; Piaget, 1962; Smilansky, 1968). When conducting sociodramatic play in 
teaching and learning a language, teachers need to consider both environmental interventions 
and teacher interventions. Teachers are the key to orchestrating successful interactions among 
students. To improve students’ engagement in language learning requires abundant 
preparation work by teachers, including planning, creativity, reflection and providing 
opportunities (Stanton-Chapman, 2015). Two levels of intervention are introduced in Korat, 
Bahar and Snapir (2002). On the first level, teachers need to organize a rich environment with 
relevant literacy-related materials and objects for a certain sociodramatic play scenario for 
language practice, and to familiarize children with the scenes before they start sociodramatic 
play. This process is known as making environmental interventions for language 
development. On the second level, teachers should respond willingly to the children during 
their language practice and meet children where they are, so as to provide appropriate 
scaffolding. For example, teachers could model accurate pronunciation, offer direct 
explanation, and ask questions about relevant language elements. During the process, 
teachers could use other scaffolding strategies such as modelling, questioning, peer 
assessment and providing feedback. 
When taking action on the first level, teachers can request students’ help in arranging the 
setting to engage students at the very beginning. The teacher participants in the study by 
Korat, Bahar and Snapir (2002) acted as facilitators who scaffolded students in their ZPD and 
gave students complete control of the play. Compared to the sociodramatic play researched 
by Korat, Bahar and Snapir (2002), Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) have studied 
similar but more detailed implementations of the strategy. Likewise, the teachers in the latter 
study arranged the preparation for the classroom environment to promote participation in 
sociodramatic play. In addition, they classified the roles of the teachers to better scaffold 
students in learning language. The actual play was also carried out in more comprehensive 
ways. For instance, they extended the play time and built it into children’s learning routines. 
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They also helped children transit from one play scenario to another, for example, from a shop 
setting to a clinic setting. There was also a limitation on the numbers of different settings at a 
time, to achieve better outcomes. 
Two levels of intervention by teachers are introduced and explained in the study by Korat, 
Bahar and Snapir’s (2002). These researchers study sociodramatic play’s influence on 
students’ development of literacy, especially on written language . Level 1 is “creating a rich 
environment of prints easily accessible to the children” (p.387); Level 2 is responding 
willingly to children as this can give answers to students’ questions, as well as  provide new 
insights, all safely within the students’ ZPD. Responding and questioning as two important 
means of intervention were also researched by Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell (2014; 
2016). These researchers think highly of such interventions as they believe this can lead 
students to produce their own thinking, rather than having them rely on the teacher giving 
answers directly. Level 3 is defined by these researchers but is not included in their study, 
which is about “planning curriculum that deals with literacy subjects” (p. 387).  
Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland (1992) theorized the teachers’ role in the sociodramatic play 
on a continuum to encourage students’ use of language. Figure 2 illustrates that teacher 
intervention ranges from being open to structured, from vague to specific with the progress of 
the students’ play.  
30 
 
 
Figure 2 The Teacher Behaviour Continuum  
(Levy, Wolfgang & Koorland, 1992, p. 250, adapted from Wolfgang, Mackender, & Wolfgang, 1981) 
The BBC council (2014) has suggested some practical ideas on conducting role play in 
teaching language:  
Table 3 BBC suggestions on role play in language teaching 
Suggestions  Description 
Bring situations to life This suggestion is intrinsic to sociodramatic play which uses 
everyday life experience in the play. 
Re-arranging the 
furniture can also help 
This suggestion aims to help certain themes of play, while the 
arrangement of the play settings can also be generalized. 
Keep it real and 
relevant 
This point conforms with the first suggestion, that is “bring 
the situation to life”. The themes of play are inspired from life 
and will eventually applied to real life. 
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Feed-in language The author suggests that teachers might be a “walking 
dictionary” to offer students necessary language help. Making 
a note of common mistakes and discussing them with students 
in the future is also helpful. 
Error Correction It is suggested in this article that teachers are not advised to 
jump in and correct students’ language mistakes, which is de-
motivating. Rather, teachers can write those mistakes on the 
board and organize students to discuss them when their minds 
are still fresh. 
Self-correction The author suggests that teachers can record students’ 
conversations in the play and let students listen to it, which 
will make it easier for students to spot their mistakes. 
Peer-correction The author also suggests that peer correction is another 
profitable experience for all involved in play. 
 
2.4 Conclusion 
The Chinese language is become increasingly popular among other countries, although it is 
also very challenging for English speaking learners to learn pinyin and hanzi. Chinese 
teachers are expected to develop effective teaching pedagogies to support these students’ 
learning of Chinese. Play-based learning is one of the methods which can be used to scaffold 
students’ learning, and of these, sociodramatic play is quite suitable for teaching language to 
young students. 
However, research on play, especially on sociodramatic play is still ongoing (Calabrese 2003; 
Meacham, Vukelich, Han & Buell, 2016). More teachers and researchers are advocating play-
based learning while there are still many challenges. There are no explicit guidelines for 
teachers on how to carry out sociodramatic play, not even specific definitions of 
sociodramatic play in teaching Chinese as a second language. Moreover, attitudes toward 
play-based learning vary considerably. Some researchers advocate integrating play into 
school routines, while others argue against it. Such a division of views gives space for 
improvement in terms of implementing sociodramatic play. The review of the literature 
around sociodramatic play shows that the teachers’ role, environmental design and play 
setting are important aspects in using sociodramatic play to teach and learn languages. This 
study will explore how these aspects of sociodramatic play can be implemented in teaching 
Chinese in the Australian context, which remains a research gap so far. 
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides an overview of the action research methodology I used to conduct my 
research and at the same time improve my ability to teach Chinese language to children in 
one primary school in Sydney Australia. In this study, action research was used because it 
suited the approach I adopted to learn how to teach in an Australian school and at the same 
time conduct research. This rationale is discussed in the Section 3.1. In Section 3.2, a 
discussion of the literature associated in applying action research methodology, the rigour of 
conducting action research and the values and limitations of action research will be discussed. 
In Section 3.3, the research design of this study is presented by discussing the action research 
cycles used, the research site and the participants. In Section 3.4, the four data sources: 
observation notes, feedback, reflective journals and test results are discussed while Section 
3.5 shows the three main methods for analyzing data, namely memos, initial coding and 
focused coding. 
Role as a teacher and researcher: 
This is the first time that I have assumed the role of a teacher and researcher. Before coming 
to Australia, I did not have specific ideas about how to teach in an Australian school and what 
a researcher would do. I imagined that teaching would be successful, and all students would 
love learning about Chinese language. What’s more, I thought that most schoolteachers 
would think highly about the importance of learning Chinese language and took this for 
granted. The idea of differentiating different students according to their Chinese levels had 
never come to my mind, let alone preparing different learning materials for different students 
when I was in China. However, when I started observing my Chinese classes and other local 
teachers’ classes, I was shocked which changed my mind totally. Students in Australia have 
much more freedom class. They do not need to sit upright and are free to ask questions at any 
time. Their teachers prepare tasks for them, but there were no fixed teaching materials such as 
textbooks used as is the case in China. Being a researcher and a teacher is a complex task for 
me, a voluntary foreign teacher. Teaching serves my researching, while researching informs 
me of more ways for effective teaching. My communication with students and local teachers 
is not always fluent. I had little knowledge of how to be a researcher before I came here, and 
even since being in Australia, I am still learning to be a teacher and a researcher.  My 
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observation that young children enjoy playing games and after reading the literature (Chapter 
2) I came to the conclusion that sociodramatic play may be effective teaching strategy to 
engage students in learning a foreign language like Chinese. 
When I started teaching, I established a good relationship with student participants. The 
student participants were engaged in learning Chinese language and culture. They were also 
interested in knowing more about my background and the place where I lived in China. In 
school Terms 2 and 3, students learnt more and more about shopping. By this process, I also 
got a better idea of how to conduct my research. Unavoidably, as a student of teaching and 
researching, I thought I might not be 100% objective sometimes in this study, due to my 
personal experience and background, which are also intrinsic to the action research process. 
Luckily, my supervisors and I met regularly to talk about such subjectivity and tried to 
minimize it as much as possible. Besides, I invited the student participants and classroom 
teachers as teacher participants to give feedback on my research and the student participants’ 
behaviour at specific times.  
Purpose of conducting this research:  
There were two purposes of conducting this research. Firstly, I aimed to improve Year 1 
students’ speaking of Chinese through sociodramatic play. After a few weeks’ observation, I 
found that almost all voluntary Chinese teachers’ focus of teaching Chinese was on speaking 
and recognition of Chinese with different methods. However, not many students of those 
classes were well engaged. Thus, I guessed that Year 1 students as non-background Chinese 
learners may not value Chinese language learning too much, as their parents may not feel that 
they or their children would use Chinese language in their future lives. Besides, I found 
students speaking of Chinese was not very standard or easily understood. In order to change 
this phenomenon and arouse students’ interests in learning Chinese, I decided to implement 
sociodramatic play as a teaching method. Consequently, I can confirm for other teacher-
researchers that a practical way of teaching Chinese in Australia to non-background students 
is through sociodramatic play. Although students were not engaged in learning activities all 
the time, they were excited to learn Chinese through some games.  Such games have not been 
paid special attention by other researchers so far. Teachers only regard those games as one of 
their many ways to teach Chinese. I thought it was a chance to study how one of the 
sociodramatic play games could improve students’ spoken Chinese and inform other teacher-
researchers about its benefits.  
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3.2 Action Research  
3.2.1 Definition of action research 
Kurt Lewin is often considered to be the creator of the process of action research (Wilson, 
2013). He is also the first author to use the term “action research” in published work. Kurt 
Lewin describes the process of action research as “proceeding in a spiral of steps” (Kemmis 
and McTaggart, 1990, p. 8, as cited in Wilson, 2013). According to Wilson’s (2013) opinion, 
action research is a process of improving practice through recognized research techniques 
while such practice is controlled intellectually and morally to meet academic researchers’ 
criteria. This research is understood as school-based educational action research. School-
based educational action research recruits teacher-researchers as practitioners in researching 
school-based problems so that researchers can be engaged in self-reflective enquiry, which 
helps them understand and improve their practice. What researchers do in school-based action 
research is towards “changing”: “changing the curriculum, challenging school practices and 
working for social change” (Wilson, 2013, p. 234). 
This action research adopted qualitative research methods. Zacharias (2011) explains that 
“quantitative research deals with numbers whereas qualitative research deals with words” 
(p.9). Qualitative research can include interviews and observations which are critical 
approaches to collecting data (Mills & Butroyd, 2014). Qualitative research assumes that this 
world is about multiple realities where personal interaction and perception functions 
(Merriam, 1988). Therefore, qualitative research is more suitable for this study, since this 
study deals with the strategies of the teaching of speaking Chinese and focuses on 
interactions between students, and between teacher and students.  
3.2.2 Action research cycles  
Action research is viewed as a cyclical and dynamic research journey (Mills & Butroyd, 
2014). It is a process of systematic inquiry through which researchers can respond to daily 
problems (Hine & Lavery, 2014). Within the educational field, action research can be an 
approach to improving the practice of teaching and undertaking research. Each cycle starts 
with what has been reflected upon and refined by the teacher researcher and all research 
participants in the previous cycle. According to Efron and Ravid (2013), there are six steps 
involved in carrying out a full cycle of action research, namely:  
1) identify a problem, gather background information, 
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2) design the research in relation to teaching,  
3) implementation of teaching,  
4) collect data,  
5) analyze and interpret data, 
6) write and share.  
 
Figure 3 Six cyclical steps of action research 
(Efron & Ravid, 2013, p. 8) 
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) employ four steps to exemplify this process of conducting 
action research. The cycle starts with plan, then act, observe, and ends with reflection. The 
following figure (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988, cited in Burns, 2009, p. 9) presents the first 
and the second cycles of the action research process. 
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Figure 4 Cyclical Action Research model  
(Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988, p. 9) 
Both figures express a complete cycle of action research. While the first figure is detailed in 
each small step, the second figure is more generalized. The former has six steps, which 
conforms to each step of my first cycle of action research as I am new to it. However, when I 
started my second cycle, I found that the first model was so detailed that it limited my 
implementation and the design of my research to some extent. By contrast, Kemmis and 
McTaggart’s model is spiral, which better shows the process of action research. Four steps 
were sufficient to inform me how my action research was proceeding and gave me space 
within each step to adapt some procedures to fulfill my own research. Nevertheless, this 
model has also been criticized by some researchers for being too rigid.  
Thus, my action research in Cycle 2 was informed by Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1988) 
action research model. I asked myself the question: How to improve this cycle’s practice 
based on Cycle 1? Then I integrated what my supervisor had discussed with me and my own 
reflections on Cycle 1 into my new plan for conducting Cycle 2. In my plan, the first few 
weeks served as learning and preparing weeks. Then I conducted the most important part of 
Cycle 2 in one week. In week 9, my observation notes were written. I had another discussion 
with my supervisor and another Chinese teacher right after implementing some sociodramatic 
play, and I analyzed collected data and reflected on my results in the following weeks. Then, 
another question arose for me: Has the problem been solved? It proved that students’ 
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performance in Cycle 2 was better than that in Cycle 1.  
3.2.3 Research validity/Trustworthiness 
Research rigour in this qualitative study is about establishing validity or trustworthiness. 
According to Efron and Ravid (2013), the term “validity” or ‘trustworthiness’ is used in 
qualitative research to check whether research results have answered research questions 
properly. This includes the degree to which the study, the data collection tools and the ways 
the data was analyzed accurately represent the questions being researched. The authors also 
mention that some qualitative researchers prefer to use the term “trustworthiness” instead of 
validity. Scholars such as Kincheloe (1991) consider “trustworthiness” to be a better term 
than validity, as it captures the essence of validity. Validity and trustworthiness can be used 
interchangeably in this study.  
The fact that validity, like other concepts, is contested might be because the root of this 
concept comes from traditional quantitative research that focuses more on numerical data 
(Mills & Butroyd, 2014). However, validity in qualitative studies is often subjective and 
focuses on the participants’ perspectives, while quantitative study places more emphasis on 
the tools being used to collect data, the appropriateness of the research design and the extent 
to which the findings can be generalized.  
In this study, I used the following strategies to improve its validity/trustworthiness. Firstly, 
this study involved a prolonged engagement of researcher and student participants. I was a 
volunteer teacher-researcher for Year 1 students through four school terms during the 2017 
NSW school year. During the school year, I met with students on a weekly basis almost every 
week, with classes that lasted 40 minutes. Beyond the formal class time, I also communicated 
with students at school events, such as the Colour Run, and after class activities (e.g. rope 
skipping). After-class communication and class time enabled me to build trust with student 
participants. My bias and subjectivity were also tested during this period. I did not take it for 
granted that all students would like learning Chinese. Instead, students were motivated by my 
encouragement and my preparation of lesson plans. One of the three criteria of validity was 
‘construct validity’, which concerned whether a research design and data collection process 
had avoided bias and had a reliable set of operational measures (Yin, 2017). Construct 
validity was also ensured by clear citations of the database that was used in this study, which 
included pseudonyms for student participants (Bernard & Ryan, 2016). As the database had 
clear times, venues and circumstances of data collection, it offered accurate and operational 
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sets of research measures to ensure construct validity. Another strategy to ensure construct 
validity concerned the procedures of data collection. In this study data were collected from 
multiple sources including observation notes, feedback, reflective journals and tests to cross 
check each other. The analyzed results and the findings were triangulated (Wilson, 2013). 
Key informants also contributed to improving the construct validity: they “provide the 
investigator with insights into a matter and also can initiate access to corroboratory or 
contrary sources of evidence” (Yin, 2017, p. 107). Three key informants were selected, 
including two classroom teachers at Spring Flower Public School, and one of my research 
supervisors. The combination of these key informants was settled upon to capture the internal 
dynamics of the study, to enable an in-depth investigation, to minimize bias and to arrive at 
valid conclusions.  
Secondly, member checking promoted my understanding of the collected data and helped 
ensure its accuracy. I asked members, including the classroom teachers and students, 
questions such as “Is this what you meant?” to double check whether their understanding of 
the collected data was correct or not. I also invited my supervisor and Chinese colleagues to 
discuss the whole process of conducting sociodramatic play after each cycle. Another criteria 
of validity was ‘internal validity’, which aimed to examine the connections and references 
that could be made in this study  (Yin, 2017). This criterion was used in the data analysis 
process as the main technique to reinforce internal validity via pattern matching.  
The third criterion of validity was ‘external validity’ which was about the generalizability or 
transferability of the findings from this study. Generalizability was the main limitation of this 
study, as this study was a small scale study and the research model was action research. 
3.2.4 Ethical considerations 
This study has been approved by NEAF (Approval number: H12086) and SERAP (Approval 
number: 2017119). It abided by the ethics protocol for Master of Philosophy research as 
outlined by the Western Sydney University Research Ethics Committee. Information sheets 
and consent forms for participants were delivered to student participants’ parents/guardians as 
the student participants were under 18 years old, and teacher participants. Approval for 
conducting this research in this research site was confirmed by the school principal. All Year 
1 students were involved in Chinese learning activities, while data were only collected from 
the students whose parents/guardians had given consent. Collected data were kept securely by 
me and my supervisors. Besides this, student participants and teacher participants were 
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informed in advance that their identities would be kept confidential. General descriptions and 
pseudonyms were adopted to protect participants and the research site.   
3.2.5 Value and limitations of action research 
Values: 
Efron and Ravid (2013) conclude that action research has five unique characteristics which 
are also its special values, compared to traditional research. It is constructivist, situational, 
practical, systematic, and cyclical. Firstly, action research can cultivate generators rather than 
receivers and committers in a study. The researchers are able to make informed decisions and 
take responsibilities based on their practice. Secondly, researchers in action research are able 
to make problems produced in certain situations understood. Action researchers have ability 
to inform readers of “complexities, ambiguities, and nuances” (p. 7) which in certain contexts 
would be otherwise incomprehensible. Thirdly, action researchers choose problems that are of 
their concerns and in their professional areas, and the results of their research can improve the 
practice immediately. Fourthly, conducting action research can produce trustworthy and 
systematical results through thoughtful, systematic and methodical planning. Finally, action 
research is a cyclical study that starts from questions and ends with the application of the 
knowledge gained that leads to new questions and a new cycle of research. Burns (2009) 
narrates that action research is appealing to those teachers who are “reflective and committed 
to developing as thinking professionals” (p. 6). It helps teachers delve into classroom issues.  
Limitations: 
The generalizability of findings from this research is a limitation of this study. Since this 
study used an action research model, data was collected and analyzed for the specific context 
of one school in Western Sydney. Therefore, the findings will be best suited to the teaching 
and learning of Chinese in this school and may be relevant to schools and classes of similar 
context only.  
3.3 Action research in this study 
There were two cycles of action research in this study. Cycle 1 was conducted in school Term 
2, 2017 while Cycle 2 was conducted in school Term 3, 2017. 
3.3.1 Research cycles in my study  
NSW school Term 2 started on 26 April 2017 and ended on 30 June 2017; Term 3 started on 
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18 July 2017 and ended on 22 September 2017. Table 3.1 shows the timeline for teaching and 
researching activities for both cycles.  
Table 4 Timeline for Teaching and Research Activities 
Action Research 
Cycles 
Term’s 
Week 
Teaching and Research Activities 
 
 
Cycle 1 (Term 2) 
4 Learn new words and sentences 
5 Learn new words and sentences 
6 Review + prepare + pre-test  
7 Sociodramatic play  
8 Post-test  
 
 
 
Cycle 2 (Term 3) 
5 Review all vocabulary and sentences that they had 
learnt through school terms  
6 Strengthen the use of Chinese measure words  
Distribute consent forms to parents 
8 Review + prepare + pre-test 
9 Consent forms collected from student participants+ 
Sociodramatic play  
10 Post-test 
 
3.3.1.1 First cycle 
In this cycle, I used sociodramatic play as a focused teaching method of my research. The 
theme of this cycle’s sociodramatic play was shopping at a Chinese food shop. Data were 
collected from my observation notes of video clips filmed by teacher participants, reflective 
journals and memos, feedback from student participants and the teacher participants, and pre- 
and post-tests. These data sources were analyzed through initial and focused coding to revise 
the teacher-researcher’s commitment to the use of sociodramatic play to improve students’ 
leaning of Chinese in Cycle 2. In Term 2, the first three weeks served for the review of words 
and sentences that students had learnt in school Term 1. In Week 4, I introduced the theme of 
sociodramatic play, that is ‘buying and selling’ to students. They had learnt these new words 
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for about three weeks. In Week 5, students were divided into groups to practice sociodramatic 
play. In Week 6, students reviewed words and sentences of the theme of the sociodramatic 
play before student participants took a pre-test. Since Week 4, I had prepared props and a 
signboard for Week 7 when students implemented sociodramatic play. In Week 7, students 
employed sociodramatic play in a pre-decorated environment. In Week 8, student participants 
took a post-test.  
3.3.1.2 Second cycle  
In this cycle, data sources were the same as those in Cycle 1. The theme of this cycle’s 
sociodramatic play was shopping at a stationery store. Pre- and post-tests were in forms 
different from those used in Cycle 1 for better analysis. Term 3 shared the same teaching and 
researching procedure as Term 2 while there were some differences in each week’s tasks. The 
commitment of sociodramatic play in Term 3 was progressed as a result of analyzing the data 
from Term 2. The collected data were analyzed through the same data analysis techniques 
that were introduced in ‘Section 3.5 Data Analysis’. 
3.3.2 Research site and participants  
This section will provide information about the research sites and research participants. 
Characteristics of the research site will be introduced first, followed by detailed information 
regarding the participants. As the main research question explored in this study is how 
sociodramatic play assists students’ speaking of Chinese, an appropriate research site and 
participants are preconditions to assisting students’ speaking of Chinese. 
Site: 
The ROSETE program entails that I teach in a co-ed school in Western Sydney which was 
also my research site. The school where I collected the data was named Spring Flower Public 
School and had a partnership with the NSW government and Western Sydney University. 
This school offers a dynamic environment that centers on innovative programs and practices. 
The Chinese lessons in this school were launched in 2013. Since then, ROSETE teacher-
researchers have carried out Chinese activities in Spring Flower Public School every year. 
The school principal and teachers know much about ROSETE students and support them as 
much as possible.  
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Participants: 
This study recruited two groups of participants from Spring Flower Public School. One group 
was composed of a whole Year 1 class (n=21) students. There were 10 boys and 11 girls in 
this class. All of them spoke English as their first language and they have no experience in 
learning Chinese systematically. The general progress of the group had been recorded. These 
participants were at the age of 6 or 7 and had no experience of learning Chinese before they 
started their school life at this public school. They were from one of the three Year 1 classes 
at Spring Flower Public School. There were two reasons why I chose this class as participants. 
The first reason was that this class had cooperative students who had their own enthusiasm 
for learning a second language. Most of them were interested in knowing more about my 
background and China, and these conversations helped me to establish a good rapport with 
the students, although there were about three students who were not engaged in Chinese 
lessons. Every time before we started our lesson, I gave students a few minutes to talk about 
what happened in their daily life and what they wanted to know about me. In this way, 
students and I knew more about each other, which is beneficial for the research. The second 
reason was that the classroom teacher gave me enough freedom in conducting Chinese 
activities, and she was effective in assisting me in classroom management.   
Specifically, to find out how to conduct sociodramatic play properly and how sociodramatic 
play functions, five student participants from this group were selected as focus student 
participants before embarking upon sociodramatic play. These five participants were selected 
according to their participation, enthusiasm and different levels of exposure to Chinese 
through Term 1and the first six weeks’ observation of Term 2. In terms of these five 
participants’ Chinese language levels among the whole class, two of these five participants 
had Chinese skills above the top level, another two were above the middle level; and the rest 
were above the bottom level. Pre- and post-tests were conducted to compare progress or 
retrogress before and after the use of sociodramatic play for these five participants. These 
tests also helped to determine how sociodramatic play affects the learning levels of students 
who already had different levels of exposure to Chinese. The following table is about these 
five student participants’ profiles. 
Table 5 Five participants’ profiles 
Name Chinese Profile (background; classroom performance) Notes 
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level 
EE Top Non-background, has even been to Hong Kong, has 
strong interests in learning Chinese. 
  
FF Top Non-background, behaves well in Chinese lessons, 
needs my attention and encouragement.  
  
QQ Middle Non-background, behaves well, a little bit shy.   
PP Middle Non-background, tries hard when having rewards. 
Sometimes can’t focus on leaning. 
  
GG Bottom Non-background, behaves well, shy.    
 
Another group of participants were the two classroom teachers from the student participants 
group. The classroom teachers were professional in teaching and classroom management. 
They could not only support students, but also supported me in conducting Chinese activities. 
Two classroom teachers rotated to observe almost every Chinese lesson and gave me 
continuous support. They also observed students’ conduct during sociodramatic play. 
Therefore, the classroom teachers were the most suitable adult participants for this research in 
giving feedback and playing a special role in sociodramatic play. 
3.4 Data Collection 
Efron and Ravid (2013) state that researchers are advised to choose data collection tools that 
derive from the nature of research questions, rather than from theoretical orientations. To 
answer research questions properly in this study, I adopted four strategies of collecting data 
through Cycle 1 and Cycle 2, including: observation notes of audio clips, feedback from 
teacher participant and student participants, my own reflective journals and pre- and post-
tests.   
3.4.1 Data collection procedures  
This study has three essential phases. Firstly, the preparatory phase. Secondly, the 
implementation phase. Thirdly, the reflection phase. Four important factors in promoting the 
implementation of sociodramatic play in the first phase were the students, their parents, 
classroom teachers and time constraints. Students were expected to learn words, phrases and 
sentences that were relevant to the theme of sociodramatic play. They should also have the 
idea of buying and selling. It required me to teach those contents efficiently and give them 
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some information about trading in China. 
I found it not easy to engage students all the time. I could cut the forty minutes into pieces of 
time, like 20 minutes+20 minutes, and gave students different tasks to engage them better in 
each task. I was also required to distribute consent forms to the students’ parents/carers which 
was also not easy. Even though the classroom teachers supported me in explaining the 
consent forms to parents/carers, some parents/carers seemed to not think highly of Chinese 
lessons, which led to late submission or even refusal of submission of consent forms. Luckily, 
enough student participants’ consent forms were finally collected. Classroom teachers were 
very helpful in classroom management when I delivered lessons. However, due to school 
administration issues, classroom teachers were not fixed. They observed and helped me with 
my teaching and my researching. Therefore, I invited both of them to be teacher participants. 
This study had two research cycles, which were finished within the planned time. However, 
Cycle 2 was finished in school Week 9 which was a little bit late. I should have controlled 
and planned the time issues more carefully.  
As the main body of this research, the implementation of sociodramatic play was carefully 
managed. Recording students’ conversations clearly was the most difficult part. Year 1 
students’ voices were very low. The recorders could not record every student’s voice during 
Cycle 1. In Cycle 2, I prepared two recording pens placed closely to students. At this phase, 
my observation notes and reflective journals were collected as data. Classroom teachers’ 
feedback was also collected in the following week.  
The first school term served as orientation. I observed different classes and got a general idea 
of the whole school. Data was collected from school Terms 2 and 3. To make the data 
collected more reliable, I used more than one data collection technique to answer each 
research question. The following table shows what data collection strategies were adopted to 
address each research question. 
Table 6 Data sources in action research cycles in relation to research questions 
Action 
research 
cycles 
Research Questions Data Sources 
 
 
1. What classroom activities are 
required to prepare students for 
the use of sociodramatic play as a 
• Observation notes  
• Reflective journals 
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3.4.2 Observation notes of audio clips  
Observation offers researchers a chance to view classroom activities that may be missed in 
the chaotic dynamics of teaching. It allows researchers to be aware of nonverbal gestures and 
body language (Efron & Ravid, 2013). This study employed unstructured observation. Such 
observation does not have an agenda; instead, researchers observe what takes place in certain 
situations and decide what is important for this study. Observation of audio clips enhances 
researchers’ capacity to capture student participants’ behaviours, attitudes and peers’ 
interaction. Audio clips provide permanent records that enable researchers to view it time 
after time which helps ensure the accuracy of data. Efron and Ravid (2013) also give some 
suggestions before conducting such observations (p. 94-95): 
1. Get permission from student participants’ parents/carers. 
2. Test recording equipment to ensure that it works properly. 
3. Consider carefully the location in which the equipment is placed to get proper sound, 
images or video.  
4. Mark all tapes with dates and participants’ identities. 
5. Record the observation notes from videotapes and transcription from audiotapes 
following the observation protocol process. 
In this study, observation notes of audio clips of sociodramatic play were the main data 
 
 
 
 
1& 2 
 
 
 
 
method for teaching the speaking 
of Chinese?   
2. How does sociodramatic play 
assist students’ speaking of 
Chinese?  
• Observation notes   
• Reflective journals 
• Feedback 
• Pre- and post- tests 
3. What are the possible 
challenges when using 
sociodramatic play to improving 
students’ speaking Chinese and 
how can these challenges be 
addressed?  
• Reflective journals 
• Feedback  
• Pre- and post- tests 
46 
 
source. Student participants’ conversations, teachers’ response and difficulties encountered in 
sociodramatic play are all very precious data that deserve deeper researching and analyses. 
The audio recorders were positioned at two counters respectively to mainly capture the five 
participants’ use of Chinese. Recorders recorded the whole process of conducting 
sociodramatic play including the preparatory stage, play stage and conclusion stage. At the 
preparatory stage, two Chinese teachers held recorders to capture the whole class’s response 
to Chinese language. At the play stage, recorders were placed on counters respectively to 
record Chinese conversations between “shopkeepers” and “customers”. These data were 
analyzed to answer the research questions. For example, after analyzing what teachers said 
and how they responded to students, I found that teachers had different roles in assisting 
students’ implementation of sociodramatic play. Photos of the classroom settings were also 
taken to enrich data. 
3.4.3 Feedback from teacher participants and student participants  
Feedback is acquired through asking questions in writing or verbally from teacher 
participants and student participants. In this way, researchers could figure out any problems 
which emerged in observational data (Mills & Butroyd, 2014). I prepared questions for 
participants in advance about sociodramatic play and distributed papers containing these 
questions out to teacher participants each time at the end of the sociodramatic play. Their 
answers to these questions were collected a week later. In total, there were two sets of official 
feedback from teacher participants while student participants’ feedback was verbally recorded. 
There was some difference between the student participants feedback from the two different 
research cycles, as Year 1 students were too young to write complete sentences or express 
their opinions through written words. I acquired their feedback through asking them verbally. 
Interview questions were as follows:  
Questions for teacher participants 
1. What do you think are the benefits of using sociodramatic play to teach spoken Chinese 
to primary school students? In what ways does engaging in sociodramatic play help them 
learn spoken Chinese?   
2. What do you think of my preparatory activities for the sociodramatic play? Have these 
prep activities effectively scaffolded students’ sociodramatic play? How can I improve 
these activities?  
3. What different roles do teachers assume when using sociodramatic play to teach spoken 
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Chinese to primary school students? 
4. What do you perceive are the challenges of using sociodramatic play to teach spoken 
Chinese to primary school students?  
5. How can I address such challenges? 
6. Is there anything else you want to say?   
 
For student participants 
1. Is it interesting to speak Chinese in this way? Do you have fun? 
2. Do you want to do this again? 
3. What have you learnt? 
 
3.4.4 Reflective journals  
Apart from that, researcher’s reflective journals for each relevant lesson were another 
valuable data source. According to Efron and Ravid (2013), writing journals is a process of 
recalling and recording what happened in certain situations, my insights, and the uncertainties 
that were considered relevant to the research. It also helps to monitor researcher’s subjectivity. 
From Mill’s (2007) point of view, a journal is more than a data source. It “is an ongoing 
attempt by teachers to systematically reflect on their practice by constructing a narrative that 
honours the unique and powerful voice of the teachers’ language” (p. 70).  It offered one 
more chance for me to describe my practice, and examine assumptions, questions, and 
challenges; and for me to express feelings and identify problems in detail and record what 
might have been ignored (Pine, 2008). The reflecting and writing process fixed my thoughts 
and made me ready for the subsequent data analysis. According to Mariko (2011), reflective 
journal entries are open and allow researchers to reflect on a wide range of experiences. In 
their study, they encourage researchers to maintain journals in a particular journal format 
during their teaching practice.   
In this study, 10 journals relevant to the research topic were collected. Some journals were 
about lesson plans which promote students learning of Chinese; some were about the conduct 
of the pre-test; some were about the implementation of and reflections on sociodramatic play, 
while the rest of them are about the post-test. 
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3.4.5 Pre- and post-tests 
Furthermore, results of student participants’ pre-tests and post-tests were collected. Before 
implementing sociodramatic play, students had been learning Chinese which was relevant to 
certain themes. Pre-tests served as assessment tools to check students’ Chinese language 
levels. After the implementation of sociodramatic play, post-tests checked whether student 
participants’ Chinese had improved as a result of engaging in sociodramatic play. Content of 
these two tests should be the same, as should the criteria. However, to check whether 
students’ recognition of Chinese pinyin had improved or not, I used different criteria in 
marking students’ speaking of Chinese in Cycle 2. 
Cycle 1: 
I prepared 18 vocabulary words that students had learnt. I said these words in English, while 
five student participants were expected to say relevant Chinese versions of these words. Each 
word was worth three points. If students were correct the first time they said it, they got three 
points; if they were right the second time, they could get two points; the third time, they got 
one point, otherwise they got zero.  
In the post-test, I adopted paper with pictures and pinyin. Students were expected to 
recognize these pictures and pinyin in the test. I found that Year 1 students’ literacy was at a 
low level, which affected their recognition of pinyin. Therefore, in the next cycle, I prepared 
some teaching activities that could develop students’ recognition of pinyin.  
Cycle 2: 
In pre- and post-tests for this cycle, students were required to recognize pinyin, instead of 
translating English into Chinese. I prepared 13 phrases of pinyin. Each phrase was worth four 
points. Two points for students’ pronunciation while two points for their understanding of 
each phrase. Contents for pre- and post-tests were the same in this cycle. Five student 
participants took the pre-test, while only four of them took the post-test due to the fact that 
one of the five students were often absent from the class. 
3.5 Data Analysis  
Data analysis and interpretation is a critical component of the action research process. I 
aimed to generalize the collected data and reduce data into groups of themes (Mills & 
Butroyd, 2014). Data interpretation “is an attempt by the researcher to find meaning in the 
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data” (p.114). I drew on the scientific literature to make sense of the data. Data analysis was 
also informed by discussions with my mentor teacher in the research site and with the 
research supervisors. This research adopted coding and memo-writing to support the 
analyzing of the collected data. Table 3.4 shows the data analysis process. 
Table 7 Data analysis process 
Step Data analysis process Outcomes 
1 Reading and annotating field notes, interview 
data, and work samples 
Get an initial sense of the data 
2 Describing participants and the setting  Understand the context in which the 
study is taking place 
3 Classify data  Categorize data into groups  
4 Initial coding to summarize the nature of the 
category using concepts 
Use meaningful concepts as labels  
5 Focused coding to identify the most frequent 
codes 
Identify major themes  
According to Bradley, Curry and Devers (2007), coding is a formal system through which I 
can organize data, uncover additional links within and between concepts and experiences 
described in the data. Codes are labels which help categorize concepts of collected data.  
Coding consists of at least two phases: initial and focused coding (Charmaz, 2006). Initial 
coding sticks closely to data and codes data as actions. Focused coding means “using the 
most significant and/or frequent earlier codes to sift through large amounts of data” (p.57). 
Focused coding needs to decide which initial codes best summarize the data. However, these 
steps are not necessarily linear. After the researcher internalizes and reflects on the data, the 
sequence becomes more flexible (Mills & Butroyd, 2014).  
3.5.1 Initial Coding 
Initial coding allows researchers to remain open to possible theoretical directions. It is the 
beginning of analyzing data. It is a process of “breaking down qualitative data into discrete 
parts, closely examining them, and comparing them for similarities and differences (Strauss 
and Corbin, 1998, p. 102, as cited in Saldaña, 2009, p.81). Initial coding is not a formulaic 
method but there are some outlines for coding (Saldaña, 2009). 
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In my first research cycle’ data analysis, I adopted initial coding to analyze video 
transcriptions. Initial coding employed line-by-line coding and descriptive coding. Line-by-
line coding was applied into transcriptions, while descriptive coding was used for memos. 
However, not every line of the data was relevant. I only coded what was relevant to my 
research questions.  
3.5.2 Focused Coding 
Focused coding follows initial coding. It aims to generalize a series of data and relevant 
initial codes into categories. Researchers need to decide which initial codes are the most 
frequent or significant, and which will therefore develop into categories. Frequently, a cluster 
of initial codes and relevant data will only be coded into one category.   
3.5.3 Memo 
Memo-writing is a heuristic process to reflect on the codes and categories which will most 
likely lead to more appropriate categories. The memo is one of the basic steps of qualitative 
data analysis. Memos are ideas that will occur while researchers are coding. Memos can be 
theoretical, methodological or even personal. It gives space for researchers’ thinking. 
Through memo-writing, researchers can compare codes to codes, codes to data, data to data, 
codes to category and discover what they have seen, heard and sensed. 
There are a few guidelines for writing early memos. Firstly, give it a title. Secondly, record 
what happened. Record what participants are saying, what they are doing, what connections 
can be made and so on. Thirdly, further develop it. State reasons for the occurrence of certain 
incidents, explain participants’ feelings and actions when involved in it, and state the 
consequences of this incident (Mills & Butroyd, 2014).   
In my research, I adopted a few guidelines from the above. Primary data for my research is 
from video transcriptions. When writing memos, I related clearly what was happening during 
data collection and titled it, cited my reflective journals which were relevant to transcript ions 
and annotated the actions of the three Chinese teachers and two classroom teachers. My 
comment on students’ spoken Chinese and certain behaviours were also adopted. Comparison 
between codes to codes was made. 
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3.6 Conclusion  
This chapter has explained research design and the research process. It provides details about 
how this research was conducted. Action research methodology was utilized in this study. 
Two action research cycles were conducted to optimize the research. Cycle 2 was conducted 
based on Cycle 1. The data collection methods and the three main data analyzing methods 
were explained to depict the processes of processing the data and answering the research 
questions.  
Guided by the methods described above, Chapter 4 aims to address the first contributory 
research question which is about finding appropriate preparatory activities for implementing 
sociodramatic play. Chapter 5 aims to address the second and the third contributory research 
questions, which are about strategies to scaffold students’ play and possible methods to 
address the challenges involved.  
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Chapter 4 Preparatory classroom activities for implementation of 
sociodramatic play 
This study adopts sociodramatic play as a teaching strategy to improve students’ speaking of 
Chinese language. In this chapter, the study’s findings are on the effectiveness of preparatory 
classroom activities of sociodramatic play. Four types of preparatory classroom activities: 
vocabulary learning, cultural understanding, stage setting, and teacher collaboration were 
used to prepare students in their learning of Chinese language and are the key activities 
investigated in my study. It needs to be noted that three of these four areas, namely, 
vocabulary learning, cultural understanding, and teacher collaboration are required 
throughout the sociodramatic play. However, this chapter focuses on what has been done in 
these aspects before the actual sociodramatic play was implemented. Vocabulary learning is 
the precondition of sociodramatic play; cultural understanding is the process that students 
apply in learning a different language psychologically; setting up the stage is the 
environmental preparation for sociodramatic play; teacher collaboration is the adults’ 
preparation for better supporting students. These four types of activities were found to work 
together for the smooth implementation of sociodramatic play. In this chapter each type of 
activity is discussed in detail and provide insight into effective ways of engaging Year 1 
primary age children in learning to speak Chinese language in the classroom. 
4.1 Four types of preparatory activities for sociodramatic play 
To support young students’ learning of speaking Chinese language through sociodramatic 
play, it was found that there were three influencing factors/areas that needed to be addressed 
which included the cooperation from students, Chinese teachers and classroom teachers, as 
well as the “stage” as sociodramatic play is a cooperative activity. Students were expected to 
be equipped with enough vocabulary than would be used in sociodramatic play and 
understand different culture phenomenon. They could not conduct sociodramatic play without 
basic knowledge of the themes of sociodramatic play within a certain context of cultural 
difference. Chinese teachers and classroom teachers worked together to ensure that students 
were ready for the sociodramatic play. Teachers were also responsible for setting up the stage 
for students’ play. Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) believe that preparatory work 
before sociodramatic play is vital. They discuss preparatory work from two perspectives: the 
teachers’ roles, and how the teachers prepare the students. In their study, they focus on 
supporting implementation of sociodramatic play to promote preschoolers’ language and 
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literacy. Their research findings identify strategies about teachers assuming some different 
roles and how teachers prepare students. For example, they suggest that teachers prepare 
students before the start of play by explaining information about the play in simple and 
explicit instructions. In this way, students are clear about the play emotionally and physically. 
Stagnitti, Bailey, Hudspeth Stevenson, Reynolds and Kidd (2016) investigate play-based 
instructions on the development of students’ oral language in Australia. They compare the 
different influences of traditional structured classroom curriculum settings and play-based 
curriculum settings on students’ development of oral language. In play-based settings, 
teachers prepare students with dress-ups, a writing area, computer area and reading tent. 
Teachers provide few themes of play ready for students’ free choice. In a traditional 
classroom setting, there are no preparations like those listed above. Students are taught with 
few props and the teachers conduct their classes individually or in a pair. Generally, teachers 
ask students questions and expect students’ response. Peer interactions are not abundant. The 
analyzed data shows that play-based curricula engages students more and have positive 
results on students’ oral language development. Although their example only explains 
teachers’ preparation of props without showing how teachers function, it clearly warns that 
the preparation of props is important in sociodramatic play.  
Preparatory activities in this study include the teaching and review of vocabulary and 
sentences, understanding cultural differences, setting up the stages for sociodramatic play and 
teacher collaboration. These activities were prepared and finished in accordance with the 
timeline. Students learnt language and culture first, for almost two entire school terms before 
starting the research on how sociodramatic play was used to engage children in speaking 
Chinese language. Such preparation was not suggested by other researchers, who 
implemented play or sociodramatic play in first language learning. I integrated cultural 
knowledge within language teaching, which was more natural for students; then teachers 
collaborated to discuss how to support students’ sociodramatic play. Three Chinese teachers 
(including me) were invited to discuss how to support students’ sociodramatic play a few 
weeks before students’ sociodramatic play. Setting up the stage was an important component 
in preparing and involving the students in using sociodramatic play in their learning. The 
word “stage” is borrowed from dramatic play where players conduct their performances. In 
this study, stage was the broad term used and means the areas where students do 
sociodramatic play and the materials, props and desks that are needed in the play. Props such 
as food, stationery and fake Chinese money were prepared in advance and served students in 
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their sociodramatic play. Food and stationary shopping were two examples of sociodramatic 
play used for Cycle 1 and Cycle 2.  
4.2 Preparatory vocabulary learning and review  
Students were expected to learn relevant vocabulary in efficient ways due to time limitations 
to ensure their fluency when implementing sociodramatic play. If students could master the 
vocabulary of a certain theme of sociodramatic play, they would feel more comfortable about 
conducting sociodramatic play. Researchers of sociodramatic play hardly ever gave 
vocabulary learning a special focus, which might be because that they were studying the 
effects of sociodramatic play on first language learning. Second language learning and 
consolidation through sociodramatic play were important aspects of this study. Therefore, the 
learning and reviewing of vocabulary played significant roles before sociodramatic play 
started. Given that there were many methods of teaching language, this section only 
introduced methods that were adapted for this study. I would elaborate on one of the methods 
of teaching and reviewing vocabulary from each cycle, to exemplify how students were 
engaged in learning to speak Chinese language. The use of external rewards in Cycle 1 
encouraged students’ engagement in learning Chinese vocabulary. I awarded students with 
the prizes that they liked.  
Cycle 1 
Learning encouraged by rewards 
Rewards are often regarded as external influences. Cameron and Pierce (2002) state that 
“external rewards are those that come from outside the person and are usually arranged by 
other people” (p. 27, as cited in Filsecker and Hickey, 2014, p. 137). Besides, they also 
introduce six conditions concerning rewards which are detrimental to learning.  
(1) The task is of high initial interest.  
(2) The use of tangible/material rewards.  
(3) The reward is offered beforehand (expected).  
(4) Rewards are delivered regardless of the person’s performance.  
(5) Intrinsic motivation is indexed as free-choice behaviour or self-reported task 
interest following the withdrawal of the reward.  
(6) Intrinsic motivation is measured with a single assessment (p. 27).  
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Almost each student in the class had high interest in getting rewards from me. Apart from 
some verbal encouragement, rewards given to them were all tangible which confirmed to the 
second condition. According to Filsecker and Hickey (2014), although external rewards may 
be detrimental to learning in the above cases, it was used in my teaching to improve students’ 
learning of Chinese as the rest of the four conditions were well avoided in my teaching.   
From my perspective the prepared material rewards that I brought from China and here in 
Australia were appropriate encouragement for students. I distributed such rewards according 
to students’ language and behaviour performances during and after classes. The most 
outstanding students whose answers were always right and students who were active in 
participating in learning activities, but their answers were not always right could be awarded. 
Students who were shy but raised their hands to answer questions when being encouraged 
could also get rewards. Hidi (2016) thinks highly of the role of rewards in students’ 
motivation behind learning. She concludes that there are many studies on rewards by 
psychologists and neuroscientists and that they are also one of the most contentious issues in 
social and educational psychology. Hidi (2016) argues that “psychologists tend to consider 
rewards as something given in return for something else” while “neuroscientists consider 
rewards to be positive reinforcers that increase the probability of repeating behaviour paired 
with them” (p. 62). Both neuroscientists and psychologists’ ideas are evidenced in my 
research. It is clear that after students get rewards, they are more likely to repeat the 
behaviour that is rewarded. Some students understand that rewards are their good behaviour’s 
compensation. In the educational field, although rewards have been encouraged by parents 
and educators to reward individuals’ efforts and good behaviour for centuries, some 
researchers claim that rewards will decrease students’ inherent motivation in learning as they 
only satisfy innate psychological needs. Other researchers conducting motivation studies 
have not found a negative influence of rewards on interest and performance. Due to students’ 
having a limited attention span, it is quite understandable that even though they are 
encouraged with rewards, students can’t remain focused in each Chinese lesson for a whole 
40 minutes. 
There are two regular reward methods applied in this cycle: stickers for short-term 
performance and a rewards chart for long-term performance. Short-term performance refers 
to students’ performance in each Chinese class, while long-term performance lasts for a 
school term and rewards are awarded at the end of the term. I brought many stickers of 
animals, stars, hearts and cars from China, which I awarded to students without being 
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dependent on a specific reward agreement to inspire their learning. In this way, students 
learnt Chinese actively as they did not know whether I had prepared stickers for them or not 
in each week’s class, and they valued such awards because I didn’t award them too often. 
They could get such rewards when their answers were correct, or when they showed respect 
to teachers and other students who were speaking. They could choose their preference; some 
boys liked cars while some girls liked hearts. When I stuck these stickers on their clothes or 
hands, they were very proud. Young students have a passion for getting stickers and they are 
proud that they can be awarded in front of their peers.  
The Rewards Chart was for the students’ whole term performance. The top two of the 
students who got the most stamps on the charts could get rewards at the end of each term. I 
distributed colour sticks to students who behaved well and answered correctly. These students 
could get a relevant number of stamps on the Rewards Chart according to the number of 
colour sticks they got. Every time they lined up to tell me how many stamps they got in 
Chinese they were inspired to get more the next time. I did not use the Rewards Chart and the 
stickers every time. Sometimes I used stickers, sometimes the Rewards Chart. Lollies were 
another reward, which deserves explanation here. The following extract is from my 
observation notes: 
It was just a normal week and I prepared some lollies for students. The procedure went 
like this: everyone can get a piece of lolly if they sit properly and answer questions 
positively. I was super surprised when I found students’ response to lollies. Their eyes 
were brighter than ever before, and everybody sat properly with their full strength. 
Even the naughtiest students listened to each of my questions carefully and tried their 
best to answer it. Although some students said they didn’t like lollies, they were still 
engaged in learning. With the encouragement of these lollies, students learnt the 
content (Chinese numbers) of that class effectively. They could not only count in 
Chinese, but also could do simple mathematical operations (addition and subtraction) 
in Chinese.  
They were very familiar with Chinese numbers after this lesson. Similar to the way of 
awarding stickers, lollies are not awarded regularly. In fact, lollies cannot be a substitute for 
other awards as they are not good for children’s teeth. I award students with lollies once 
every school term.  
There is also an example which happened in sociodramatic play time which can reveal how 
rewards worked.  
The theme of Cycle 1 was shopping for Chinese food. A boy who plays as customer 
gets more food than expected and asks why. The shopkeeper says, “Because you are 
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making progress.” That’s a big encouragement for him. He keeps jumping to show his 
happiness. In the following trading time, he is enthusiastic to buy Chinese food 
(extract from my observation notes).  
Encouragement and rewards in real trading encouraged students to keep making progress. 
Rewards were also applied in Cycle 2 due to their function in encouraging students’ learning 
and good behaviour.   
Review activity: 
I found it very useful to use the “cutting game” for review purposes. This game was 
conducted in this manner:  
1) Students and I review the content in traditional repeating ways first.  
2) I show them printed pictures of food and Chinese currency that were just reviewed 
in step 1. I ask them who wants to get this food and money. Students raise their hands 
eagerly.  
3) I ask students who have their hands raised one by one to come forward. When I cut 
the picture of food or currency for them, they are expected to say the names in Chinese 
continually without pause; otherwise I would stop cutting the picture.  
4) When I am cutting, I tell the rest of the children to practice speaking the name of the 
food or currency. After we finish cutting, those who have currency are expected to buy 
food from those who get the pictures of food.  
Such review activities were much like a mini sociodramatic play without signs of stalls and 
helpers but helped students to prepare for real sociodramatic play. 
I observed that the rest of the students were practicing speaking Chinese by themselves which 
surprised me a lot. A boy who had not been active in Chinese class, raised his hand and 
wanted to model the situation of buying and selling for us. He had done a great job on that 
day. Students were engaged in this review activity, possibly because they could get pictures 
of food and money. This corresponds to features of sociodramatic play in that it needs make-
believe objects to facilitate the play (Levy, Wolfgang & Koorland, 1992; Banerjee, Alsalman 
& Alqafari, 2016). The students knew that their practice of speaking Chinese was not a 
mechanical process but that it had meaning. This phenomenon confirms the conclusion drawn 
by Smilansky and Shefatya (1990, as cited in Calabrese, 2003) that only when reading and 
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writing activities are meaningful to students, will they learn how to read and write. Students 
practice speaking because they find that what they are doing now will be useful for them in 
the following activity. 
 
Cycle 2 
Learning activity:  
When sociodramatic play was conducted in Cycle 1, I found that students could not benefit 
from the worksheet as planned because they couldn’t recognize enough Chinese pinyin on the 
worksheets, and what they could only rely on were their memories. Therefore, I designed 
some learning tasks aimed at improving students’ recognition of Chinese pinyin for the bet ter 
conduct of sociodramatic play in Cycle 2. Through my observation of students’ performance 
in class, I found that Chinese measure words were challenging for them. Because measure 
words constitute an important part of Chinese language, I designed the following task aimed 
at improving students’ recognition of measure words. I prepared “handwork” for them to 
practice using and recognizing Chinese measure words. Pictures of their handworks are as 
follows:  
         
Figure 5       Learning tasks of students 
The left side of both pictures are gestures/numbers with stationery items, which represent the 
numbers of certain stationery. The right side are students’ handwork. In Figure 5, the first line 
is “3 with a ruler” which represents “three rulers”. “sān bǎ chĭ zi” is the Chinese version of 
“three rulers”. “bǎ” is the measure word here. The third line of the figure is a gesture with a 
pencil. The gesture means number 8 in China. Students were expected to stick “eight pencils” 
in Chinese in correct order. Students received pieces of paper and were expected to choose 
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relevant Chinese pinyin from them and stick the pinyin in the correct order. They were 
divided into groups according to their different Chinese skill levels to do this activi ty in 
teams. The students mingled with each other and did what they could to support their peers. 
Most of them were engaged and stuck Chinese pinyin in the correct order. Some students did 
well, however, it was also quite understandable that not all students could stick pinyin 
without errors. When most groups had finished their work, I invited each group to introduce 
their work. In this way, all the students could get better ideas of measure words and correct 
the wrong points together.  
Figure 5 is correct in measure word and pencil, but not in number. They put “wu” which 
meant five in the third line, while the gesture of the third line actually means eight. The 
fourth line of Figure 5 means five rubbers. This group of students had used number five in the 
third line incorrectly, although they knew that the gesture of the fourth line means five. 
Therefore, they wrote “wu” in the fourth line. This task employs visual, kinaesthetic and 
verbal practice for students which accommodates their different styles of learning (Gardner, 
2011). Students can get a direct impression of their task by looking at the pictures in the 
above figures. Then, they could work on sticking those pieces of paper in the right order. 
After doing the activity, they were encouraged to present their work in front of their peers. 
This was a cooperative task through which different students with different learning styles 
can strengthen their advantage and learn from other members of their group.   
Students’ ZPD was being considered when I designed this task. Students first can get basic 
ideas of this task by watching the example of those pieces of pictures combined. Then, they 
tried to work on it together, and finally they presented their work. They could recognize the 
pinyin of numbers, three measures and three types of stationery with my help after Cycle 1’s 
learning but could not connect those three elements at that time. Before this task, I also used 
some pictures of these elements to train their recognition of pinyin, but they just watched, 
thought, then said it out aloud. With this preparation, this task was feasible for them, but they 
still needed some hints. After they finished it, they had achieved their level of potential 
development, albeit assisted by me. Students know what those pieces of papers are for, 
although it was still challenging for them to stick three pieces of pinyin in correct order all by 
themselves. They were trained to speak such phrases verbally with my help, but not when 
subject to visual challenges as well. I assisted them during this process, gave them some hints, 
or reminded them of the similar task they had done before. Some more capable students also 
functioned as scaffolders to help their peers. This phenomenon conforms to the predictions of 
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ZPD, that “adults and more capable peers assist students” (Vygotsky, 1978, as cited in Bluiett, 
2009, p. 8).  
Review:  
I designed a game to consolidate students’ recognition of pinyin in the following week. This 
game was called “Wolves Eat Goats”. I prepared pieces of paper with Chinese pinyin and 
English meanings on them. Twenty or so students were divided into two groups, one group 
were wolves, and the other group were goats. Each group had top students, middle students 
and bottom students to help each other. I showed goats each piece of paper each time. Goats 
were expected to read it and tell us its English meaning, otherwise wolves would move a step 
forward until they were close enough to eat the goats. In this way, students consolidated their 
recognition of pinyin and their comprehension of Chinese. In the first round, I showed 
students papers with different pinyin; in the second round, wolves took the charge and 
selected words or phrases that they thought were the most difficult for goats. “Wolves” 
discussed the selection of the most difficult words and “goats” discussed the correct answers. 
I withdrew my assistance gradually in the above process. Then wolves and goats swapped 
their roles. Students were excited to play this game. Wolves were eager to step forward to eat 
goats and goats tried very hard to speak Chinese and its English meaning. I can still hear their 
excited screams now. After two rounds of this game, I found that both groups were fluent in 
speaking those Chinese words. Given that students liked playing this game, I prepared many 
important words for this game in the following weeks.  
This game caters to young students’ interest in playing games and having competitions. At 
the beginning, students were at the stage of familiarizing themselves with this game and 
listened to my instructions step by step. Their initiative grew, and they decided their own 
game and my participation in assisting them decreased. This phenomenon also conformed to 
the rules of teacher scaffolding as explained by Lee (2008), that scaffolding was a continuum 
in which students gradually gained independence. After two rounds of this game, both groups 
were fluent in speaking those Chinese words.  
4.3 Preparatory cultural learning  
When talking about learning from a cultural perspective, after I acquired more understanding 
of play-based learning, I came to regard sociodramatic play as the best way to teach language 
and conduct my research. Sociodramatic play requires pre-set settings in which students 
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conduct their play, and it reflects children’s interest in playing games. When I learnt English 
in China, some teachers employed “immersed learning” which required students to listen to 
English songs and news every day and talk to classmates in English. I believe the use of 
“immersed learning” is advisable as it reminds students to practice English and live in an 
English environment. However, it is too embarrassing for two Chinese people to speak 
English in their daily lives. The same phenomenon happens in English speaking countries; 
Western students feel embarrassed to speak Chinese in class time. Therefore, I decorated 
classrooms with materials that were relevant to the themes of sociodramatic play, so that 
children would feel that it is normal to speak Chinese. The shopping topic was common and 
easy for students to use. The shopping topic involved the learning of numbers, Chinese 
currency and bargaining, which are fundamental to shopping in Chinese markets, even in 
modern China. It is common for customers to bargain with shopkeepers until both parties feel 
that the trade is fair, even in small markets where small retailers sell fruit, vegetables and 
other food. In such a setting, students are immersed in bargaining culture while learning the 
Chinese language. When I talked to my mother about what students had learnt, I told her that 
they did not know how to bargain for a better price before I taught them. My mother was 
surprised because she thought bargaining happened everywhere. Just like my mother, 
students imagined that shopping conventions were universal. Therefore, teaching students a 
different shopping culture is building a bridge between them and learning Chinese. The main 
cultural aspect of shopping is bargaining. Another important cultural element of shopping is a 
country’s currency. In shopping, students not only applied their knowledge of Chinese 
currency, but also developed their numeracy skills. 
At the very beginning of discovering that when shopping in some Chinese markets, 
customers could ask for a lower price, students felt surprised. It was unusual for them to 
bargain for a good price in their daily lives. However, when they had learnt more about it and 
experienced the satisfaction of buying products for lower than their original price, they were 
bargain culture’s supporters. When teaching vocabulary, I also introduced such market culture 
to students. Apart from that, I used two weeks’ class time to explain shopping culture to the 
students. I showed videos about shopping in markets to students and trained their listening 
about customers and shopkeepers’ conversations. I also played their own shopping video. 
Students were asked to buy a Mother’s Day gift for their mothers and I recorded it. There 
were some stalls set with different prices on the gifts that students could buy for their mothers. 
I recorded the process and showed them at the next week’s class too. In this way, students 
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gained a better understanding of shopping by recalling their own experiences. This was in 
accord with the BBC Council (2014)’s article suggesting that play which uses everyday 
experience is advisable. In another class, I invited students who were interested in bargaining 
to perform what the videos showed about bargaining to other students. By doing so, the 
students could practice bargaining words and other students consolidated their understanding 
of bargaining and pronunciation.  
During the practice session and real sociodramatic play phase of buying and selling food, 
even though some students could not finish a complete shopping procedure, they aimed to 
buy products at a low price. These students stood there and asked for the teacher’s help in 
asking for a cheaper price in Chinese. Most students had not shopped themselves. They had 
only seen their parents engage in shopping procedures. However, this practice of shopping 
gave them a chance to apply their knowledge of what they usually see in their own shopping. 
They knew that money was a necessity of shopping. In this case, they were eager to know 
Chinese currency and excited to hold fake Chinese money. Before the students conducted 
sociodramatic play, they were familiar with the Chinese words for the Chinese currencies of 1, 
5 and 10. Some of students’ numeracy ability had improved through counting out the change 
for their “customers”. This was in accordance with Fesseha and Pyle’s (2016) standpoint that 
play-based learning enhances students’ mathematical thinking. The following examples were 
about the shopping process which happened in the preparatory session as well as in the 
sociodramatic play session, where students applied their knowledge about Chinese currency 
and bargaining culture. Trading words for phrases such as asking the price are included to 
keep the conversations between customers and shopkeepers natural. 
Example 1: Recognition of Chinese currency 1, 5 and 10 
I showed students three Chinese currencies one by one (they also held this Chinese money). 
When I held 1 ￥ and asked “duo shao qian?” (how much?), they just repeated it. Then I 
further explained that “duo shao qian” is asking you, how much? One boy answered “yi kuai 
qian” (1 dollar in Chinese) in a very standard pronunciation. I said, “oh, you surprise me, but 
you don’t raise your hand”. Then others raised hands to answer questions.  
In earlier classes these students displayed very little memory retention, however, physical 
material such as fake Chinese money stimulated their memory of the pronunciation of 
Chinese currency (as mentioned in the last part of section 4.2, p. 38). They could also speak 
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Chinese currency from 1 to 10. The mastery of this skill is the main requirement of conduct 
shopping. 
Example 2: Understanding the process of buying something and bargaining 
Context: students were reviewing the procedure of food shopping before they really 
attempted bargaining. This process entails students becoming familiar with shopping and 
bargaining.  
I: “Who are they?” 
Students: “Shopkeepers.” 
I: “If you want to buy food from them, what do you need to say?”  
Students: “Ni hao” (hello).  
I: “What do you need to say then?”  
One of them: “What would you like?” 
One girl: “Can I please have a…” 
I: “Then ask…?” 
Students: “How much?” 
(I remind them in “Chinese”).  
(One Chinese teacher reminded them of the first word “duo…”). 
A boy: “Duo shao qian” (how much). 
 I: “If you are not ok with the price, ask the shopkeeper for…” 
(They replied with “cheaper price”) 
From the above review process extracted from the audio clip, it was clear that students had 
basic ideas of buying and selling food and asked for a good price, which was what I wanted 
to teach them. However, they were not yet fluent in using trading words in Chinese. The 
following example will further support this comment. When students started sociodramatic 
play, one of the conversations between customer and shopkeeper was: 
SK=shopkeeper 
C=customer 
SK: “How to ask how much?” 
64 
 
C: “Duo shao qian?” 
SK: “Wu kuai qian” (5 dollars). 
C: “Pian…” (Customer wants to ask for a cheaper price but can only 
remember the first word). 
SK (reminds him): “Pian yi dian.” 
SK: “San kuai qian” (3dollars). 
C: “Hao” (ok). 
The customer needed a hint when expressing his thoughts in Chinese, but he had a sense of 
asking for a lower price and tried to say it, which was good. Students knew and accepted 
Chinese bargaining culture although they still needed to improve it. Students’ speaking of 
these trading words improved after a few turns at practical buying and selling. Some trades 
went very smoothly, without the teachers’ help. Students were learning and practicing their 
spoken Chinese through shopping.  
Example 3: Giving change 
C: “Pian yi dian.” 
SK: “Ba kuai qian” (8 dollars). 
(The customer just stood there and said nothing. To break it, I asked him how 
to say ok). 
C: “Hao” (ok). Then, the customer gave change to the shopkeeper. 
The customer here had no difficulty in asking for a lower price but had other difficulties. He 
was not familiar with some Chinese words. Luckily, the shopkeeper developed his other skills. 
When I asked him: “How much change do you need to give back?” the shopkeeper’s answer 
was correct, and he gave the customer the correct change. It is obvious that students could not 
finish a complete play independently at this stage, but they had ideas of trading, bargaining 
and giving correct change with the teacher’s help.  
4.4 Setting up the stage  
Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) consider environmental interventions such as making 
props, increasing play time…can facilitate students’ play (details can be found in Section 
2.3.2). Their definition of sociodramatic play consists of students’ using make-believe objects 
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and assuming a make-believe role. I also regard the preparation of props and setting up the 
environment to be indispensable for sociodramatic play. However, make-believe objects in 
this study not only included props, but also the whole arrangement of the classroom. I named 
such an arrangement as ‘setting up the stage’. The following table shows physical 
environment interventions suggested by Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) and my 
utilization in this study (see Section 2.3.2, p. 22-23 for detailed explanation of physical 
environment intervention):  
Table 8 Types of physical environment intervention in sociodramatic play 
Type of physical 
environment 
intervention 
Explanation Adaption and application in my 
study 
Increase 
classroom 
dramatic time. 
Build sociodramatic play into 
school routine and extend play 
hour to at least 1 hour per 
morning or afternoon. It is 
beneficial for students to maintain 
their interests, engagement and 
learning. It is also beneficial for 
teachers to have enough time 
observing.  
Chinese class in Spring Flower 
Public School is elective. There is 
only one Chinese class per week. 
Thus, this point is not adapted to 
this study. 
Prepare children 
before the start of 
the centre time. 
“Transition between activities is 
challengeable for many children” 
(p. 302). Before students start a 
new activity, the teacher always 
uses simple and predictable 
instructions to give students 
enough time to prepare 
themselves.  
It is obvious in my teaching. 
Although students like moving 
from one activity to another, I 
need to give specific and clear 
instructions and get them prepared 
before each transition of activities. 
Students need enough time from 
preparation to start the play.  
Limit the number 
of centres 
available to 
children at any 
time. 
Children’s play is relatively 
mature as they have many centres 
prepared at a time. However, they 
suggest that minimizing play 
centres to about four or five at a 
time can encourage students’ peer 
interaction and thus exchange 
language and share their needs, 
ideas or problems to solve.  
This research offers two and three 
stalls for both cycles, which are in 
effects play centres. It cannot 
afford more centres due to the 
limited number of Chinese 
teachers and time. It provides 
students with opportunities for 
peer interaction and problem 
solving. 
Provide focused 
centres with 
reading and 
writing material. 
Meaningful use of reading and 
writing materials as encouraged. 
They list an example from the 
classroom teacher that the teacher 
includes recipe books and writing 
I also prepare papers and pencils 
for students. They will have time 
to consider the price of products 
and write it down.  
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material in the play area where 
children write grocery lists.  
Bring in the 
cultural aspects 
within each 
centre. 
Resembling scenarios that are 
familiar to children, such as props 
and environment is crucial. 
Teachers are encouraged to seek 
parents’ help to know children’s 
routines at home rather than 
assuming it. 
This suggestion is inspiring for 
me. It is beneficial for the play if 
students can access their routines 
in the play. However, I can’t 
access it due to limitations in time 
and access.  
Construct a 
picture 
dictionary. 
Making one or more picture 
dictionaries to help children when 
they encounter vocabulary 
difficulties. Even though children 
can’t read all the words in the 
dictionaries, it has potential 
benefits to connect sight 
vocabulary and patterns in written 
language. 
It is useful if students can look 
through their own dictionaries 
when encountering difficulties. In 
my study, I prepare worksheets for 
them in which there are pictures, 
pinyin and English meaning. 
Source: Summarised from Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) 
As mentioned in Section 4.1, the ‘stage’ in this study was not a real stage where 
performances happen. It was an area where sociodramatic play and activities relevant to 
sociodramatic play happen; it also contained materials that could facilitate students’ play. 
Axelrod (2017) in his research emphasizes the importance of settings in which students’ 
interactions happen. Pyle and Bigelow (2015) proposed that play that occurs in constructed 
settings will improve students’ vocabulary learning. If the environment is rich in relevant 
print material, children’s recognition of words improves. 
Chakraborty and Stone (2009)’s study proposes two different types of sociodramatic play. In 
both types of play, children adopt or make props to help themselves play out roles. This was 
different from my study as I made most of the props to save time and try to ensure the quality 
of props (vocabulary card, money, Chinese food). In both types of sociodramatic play, 
students play out by developing the story or creating a new setting. This means that 
preparation before implementing sociodramatic play is important. This study is about theme-
based sociodramatic play, which also emphasizes the preparation of settings. The focus of 
this study is to improve students’ speaking of Chinese, while the recognition of Chinese 
pinyin supports their speaking, as suggested in Section 4.2.  
Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell (2014) set up two settings for the plays: doctor’s office 
play setting and post office play setting. They used these two settings to standardize data 
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collection but did not explain much about it. In these two settings, they prepared costumes, 
props, environmental print, and writing materials to facilitate students’ sociodramatic play. 
Griffing (1974) mentioned three settings in his study: a doctor's corner, a housekeeping area, 
and a store. Like Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell, he did not spend much effort in 
convincing the students how important the settings were. Instead, he proposed that it was 
more important to make students feel at ease in those settings.  
I agree that settings will make students feel more comfortable in implementing play, provided 
those settings are appropriate for the themes of the students’ play. Accordingly, in this study, I 
prepared tables, shopping products, writing material, fake money as props, signs and 
worksheets. Tables served as counters, signs were labelled in different tables to show 
different products and worksheets supported students’ speaking of Chinese. Writing material 
such as papers and pencils were ready for “shopkeepers” to write the prices of products. I did 
not prepare costumes as the theme of play was every day, normal events. This was different 
from those researchers whose study was much more like a performance, requiring costumes 
for students to conduct their performance. In my study, students’ play was sourced from their 
daily lives: shopping. The BBC Council (2014)’s suggestion for choosing a topic for play, 
“bring situations to life”, is supported by this study’s way of selecting a shopping topic. There 
is no need to wear costumes. I do believe that if the theme of the play was about doctors and 
patients, it would be appropriate for “doctors” to have uniforms, which would make it more 
real. Therefore, I was not struggling with students’ costumes and the beauty of props. The 
first rule was to make students believe that they are shopping and to support their speaking. 
In Cycle 1, before students came into the classroom, the three Chinese teachers set up three 
counters and two cameras. We moved the tables around to:  
1) Separate the room into two areas: the front area where students reviewed Chinese 
vocabulary and I told students the rules of doing sociodramatic play; the back area was where 
the sociodramatic play would be conducted.  
2) Create the spaces for three separate shops in back area.  
3) Decorate the shops with signs and products. The reason I set three stalls is that having 
more than one stall offers students more chances to practice and strengthen their speaking of 
Chinese. Teachers can assist them when they are waiting in the line.  
However, I set two stalls only in Cycle 2. That was because I found that students were not 
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fluent when doing the trading in Cycle 1 and Chinese teachers could not support them in time. 
Two stalls could free one teacher and let her assist students when they were waiting in the 
lines. This was a more efficient and productive way to run sociodramatic play. Basically, the 
whole arrangements for the classroom in Cycle 1 and Cycle 2 were the same, while some 
changes were integrated in Cycle 2 based on Chinese teachers’ discussions on conducting 
sociodramatic play after Cycle 1. The number of stalls was decreased, and the worksheets for 
students’ reference were also refined. In Cycle 1, I put Chinese words and phrases on a paper 
and distributed it to each student. Although each student had this worksheet, when they came 
for help with the worksheet, they found it difficult to search their needed words quickly and 
accurately. In Cycle 2, I designed a two-sided board; one side was for shopkeepers and the 
other side for customers. Boards were placed right on a corner of each counter. The pinyin of 
words and sentences were written in conversational order for their reference. The fo llowing 
Figures 6, 7 and 8 are for student reference, Figure 6 and 7 is from Cycle 1 while Figure 8 is 
from Cycle 2. 
    
Figure 6 Reference sheet 
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Figure 7 Reference sheet 
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Figure 8 Reference board 
Figures 6 and 7 are on two sides of one paper. Students could not use it properly while their 
hands were busy holding money and food. Besides, they needed to turn the paper over to find 
some words, which was not handy. The side facing out in Figure 8 was for customers’ 
reference, while the other side was for shopkeepers’ reference. There were different trading 
words on each side for them. In this way, both parties could get immediate help from this 
board and their hands were not too busy.  
Including signs for different stalls, each stall served different products. In Cycle 1, the main 
products were Chinese food. Different types of food were sold in three stalls respectively. In 
Cycle 2, the products were stationery. Students had the chance to buy them from the two 
shops. These arrangements improved students’ awareness of speaking Chinese, which would 
be beneficial in doing sociodramatic play. The following are examples to exemplify this.  
At the beginning of that day when students implemented the first cycle’s sociodramatic play, 
I introduced another two Chinese teachers to students after we finished setting up the stage. 
I: “Today, we have two guests here.” 
One of them: “Hello”. 
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Students replied in Chinese “ni hao” (hello). 
The Chinese teacher said English here, which might have led students to respond in English. 
However, in the atmosphere of so many Chinese factors, they realized that those stalls were 
set for them to buy food in Chinese, so the students’ greeting was in Chinese. However, it is 
possible that the students’ responses here might have been only due to one Chinese factor: the 
presence of Chinese teachers. They thought they needed to speak to Chinese people in 
Chinese. Nevertheless, students had the awareness to speak Chinese in a Chinese 
environment which had Chinese people and served Chinese food (stationery in the second 
cycle). 
Fake Chinese money deserves to be mentioned here. When students found that I prepared 
Chinese money for them, they seemed excited. They held their fake money all the way 
through the play. After the play, some of them were ‘very wealthy’ and counted their money. 
The following fragment is from my memo:  
Children are excited to hold pieces of fake Chinese money. They make 
happy faces and show their money to cameras. Shopkeepers count 
change to customers carefully and place money tidily on the corner of 
their counters. After the play, one boy was counting his money and 
calculating how much he had earned on the floor. 
I also found that although some students couldn’t speak accurate trading words and sentences, 
they were always aware of how much change they could get or give.  
4.5 Teacher collaboration before the play 
I worked with a team of teachers to facilitate students’ sociodramatic play, including two 
other Chinese teachers and two classroom teachers. We collaborated with each other before, 
during and after the play, as sociodramatic play is a process which requires cooperation from 
different parties: teacher-student cooperation, and student-student cooperation. It is also a 
child-centered play that requires teachers to pay attention to each group (Chakraborty & 
Stone, 2009).  
All teachers collaborated to help students engage in the sociodramatic play. The three 
Chinese teachers (including myself) discussed this a few weeks before the day and worked on 
how to play their roles respectively to support students’ play. In the first cycle, one of the 
Chinese teachers was my supervisor, and another one was my peer who also belonged to the 
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ROSETE program. In Cycle 2, another peer participated due to the last peer’s unavailability. 
We three Chinese teachers scaffolded students in sociodramatic play while the classroom 
teachers helped maintain student behaviour, keep the whole process smooth, and 
communicated with students’ parents. 
A few weeks before the implementation of sociodramatic play, we three Chinese teachers had 
a meeting together. We discussed our roles in the play and how to support students in both 
their language skills and managing their emotional expression. I prepared vocabulary that 
students would use in their play for these teachers’ reference. They also had some questions 
about the play for me. Two Chinese teachers and I solved our concerns and learnt better of 
how to scaffold students through this meeting. Two classroom teachers also participated in 
turn to support my teaching and the students’ sociodramatic play. Their roles during the 
sociodramatic play will be detailed in Chapter 5. 
4.6 Conclusion  
Teaching Chinese to young Australian students through sociodramatic play requires that 
students, teachers and the context work together. Preparation activities such as teaching 
vocabulary and culture within the themes of sociodramatic play, setting up the ‘stage’ which 
includes preparing props, setting up the environment, designing learning materials, and 
ensuring teacher collaboration are necessary tasks to be done before implementing 
sociodramatic play. Students need to have basic knowledge and vocabulary relevant to the 
topic (for example, Chinese shopping culture). Teachers need to be equipped with the 
knowledge of how to support students in sociodramatic play, and work together to set up the 
stage for such plays.  
Most of the literature on sociodramatic play is about first language teaching and learning, 
while in this study second language is taught and consolidated through this teaching method, 
which is challenging but meaningful. Researchers (Basanti & Stone, 2009) on first language 
teaching want students to learn more new words through adding more vocabulary in 
sociodramatic play. I, by contrast, spent much of my energy on teaching and reviewing the 
second language Chinese to students through some interesting ways. Given that Chinese 
language, as the student participants’ second language, would be rather difficult for them to 
speak at the beginning, I designed some learning activities for them to practice speaking a 
certain amount of Chinese. However, I realized that adding new vocabulary into students’ 
sociodramatic play might not be beneficial to their play, as they were total strangers to the 
73 
 
Chinese language, except for those words they had already learnt. 
During the language teaching, some cultural knowledge was delivered to students as  well. 
Accepting culture is the first step towards accepting a new language. Students found 
bargaining culture in China to be special and attractive. They were willing to try to bargain 
the prices with each other. Chinese currency was another cultural element that was necessary 
in shopping. When learning Chinese currency, students also learn numbers. Their numeracy 
ability was developed through learning currency and giving change.  
It is very important to set up the stage before the implementation of sociodramatic play, the 
term “stage” referring to the place where play happens and the preparation of the 
environment. Preparation of the environment consists of preparation of shopping products, 
fake Chinese money and reference sheets. I agree with researchers’ arguments that in a pre-
set Chinese environment, students will feel comfortable to speak Chinese to their peers and 
Chinese teachers. A range of objects/props were provided to help the Year 1 children to learn 
the Chinese language. Axelrod (2017) emphasizes the importance of the context in which 
students’ play happens. Students’ language development is connected to the setting where 
they use language. As suggested by children’s responses and tests, an environment rich with 
props is of great value in teaching Chinese. 
Fostering teachers’ cooperation before sociodramatic play commences is another factor which 
facilitates its implementation. I have a general plan for conducting sociodramatic play in 
advance, in which I benefit from having other Chinese teachers to help me, to discuss our 
roles and my plan for implementing sociodramatic play. Clarifying our roles in sociodramatic 
play is essential for scaffolding students. I also communicate with the classroom teachers in 
advance and ask their help, as they have important roles to play in ensuring successful 
sociodramatic play. 
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Chapter 5 Supporting students’ speaking of Chinese through sociodramatic 
play 
This chapter mainly describes and analyzes how sociodramatic play facilitated students’ 
learning and consolidation of spoken Chinese, describes some challenges encountered during 
the play and possible methods to address those challenges. Student interest and the different 
teachers’ roles in the play are two significant elements in determining the success of students’ 
play. Teachers’ roles are evidenced through the whole process of sociodramatic play, 
including in the preparatory phase, implementation phase and reflective phase. Feedback 
from other teacher participants will also be presented to view sociodramatic play from a 
third-party perspective, and to make suggestions for further study. The process of conducting 
sociodramatic play will be presented to give a clear idea about how teachers and students 
work together during this process.   
Two of the themes were all about shopping: shopping in the markets and shopping at 
stationery stores for Cycle 1 and Cycle 2 respectively. During my observation period, I found 
young children conducted role play most often. Sometimes they acted out roles such as cooks 
and customers; sometimes “daddy” and “mummy”; sometimes just the simple selling and 
buying of toys. In order to give more chances for students to communicate in Chinese, I 
considered that shopping might be a good way to get students speak Chinese back and forth. 
Besides, market food and stationery are close too students’ everyday life.  
5.1 Overview of the processes of sociodramatic play 
In Cycle 1, the theme of sociodramatic play was Chinese food shopping. In Cycle 2, the 
theme was stationery shopping. The two cycles were connected in that students’ prior 
knowledge of shopping in a Chinese-language speaking setting, which they had gained in 
Cycle 1, was reinforced in Cycle 2. 
Sociodramatic Play 1: Chinese Food Shopping 
Moments before the commencement of the sociodramatic play, I gave students a final review 
of the words and sentences they had earnt in the previous few weeks (as detailed in Chapter 
4). Apart from that, instructions on my expectations of students’ behaviour, and the 
procedures involved in the play, were delivered to students. Given that year 1 students at the 
age of 6-7 were growing up from the stage of symbolic play to the stage of games with rules 
(Musthafa, 2001), I discussed with them some specific rules before their play to help them 
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progress to the stage of games with rules. After that, both student and teacher participants 
were ready to start sociodramatic play. Three students played as shopkeepers and stood 
behind their “counters” respectively in front of which were other lined up students who 
played the role of ‘customers’. Including shopkeepers and customers, each stall had a 
Chinese teacher as their helper. Three Chinese teachers scaffolded students in speaking 
Chinese and wrote down the prices for shopkeepers, since the students could not decide  the 
prices in the short time required for each trade. When I said “start”, students began their 
trading. When the first customers finished their trading in a shop, they went to another shop. 
Then, the students who lined up after the first customers started their trading journey. All 
‘customers’ were expected to buy at least three food items from each shop. Three 
shopkeepers kept playing as customers in this cycle.  
Sociodramatic Play 2: Stationery Shopping 
The procedure for conducting sociodramatic play in this cycle was largely the same as that in 
Cycle 1, but with a few changes. Whilst some students voluntarily took the required roles, 
there were vacancies to be filled. I had to select students for different roles in the remaining 
trading rounds to ensure time management and feasibility of the sociodramatic play. 
Therefore, “voluntary role taking” was adapted sometimes in my thesis. Review and 
instructing sessions were more precise and shorter this time, to keep the students engaged. 
Customers took turns to be shopkeepers to give more students chances of playing as 
shopkeepers and so they could get more assistance from teachers in this cycle. After 
discussion on the implementation of sociodramatic play in Cycle 1, the three Chinese 
teachers (including myself) decided to set two stalls in this cycle at a time, so that one of the 
teachers was able to watch the process of the whole play and give in-time assistance. The 
other two Chinese teachers concentrated on students’ performance closely and assist them 
directly.  
5.2 Teachers’ roles in sociodramatic play 
According to Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland’s (1992) fourth point in the form of “Teacher 
behaviour continuum-directive statements”, teachers help students select, start or further 
develop themes by assigning roles or directly describing a new development in their play 
theme (check Section 2.3.3, p. 28 for detailed information). In this study, sociodramatic play 
was what occurred in the pre-set contexts, where groups of children participated in verbal 
communication, mostly in Chinese, through voluntary role taking or discussion about the 
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roles with teachers in the Australian context. Teachers did not assign students’ roles directly, 
but discussed this with the students, or the students expressed their ideas.  
Some researchers have studied teachers’ roles in students’ play in general, but few studies 
focus on teachers’ roles in sociodramatic play (Meacham，Vukelich, Han & Buell, 2014). 
The research conducted by Berkhout, Bakkers, Hoekman and Goorhuis-Brouwer (2013) 
indicate positive attitudes toward teachers’ intervention in sociodramatic play and state that 
teachers can awaken students’ prior knowledge and lead students to a new topic of play. Pyle 
and Bigelow (2015) put forward that the benefits of play are mirrored by the improvements in 
students’ acquisition of mathematical skills which are assisted by teachers’ support and 
guidance. Meacham et al. (YEAR) assert that teachers have been identified as having 
significant roles in facilitating sociodramatic play, in turn facilitating language and literacy 
development (Christie and Enz, 1993). Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) relate that 
teachers play different roles when scaffolding students in implementing sociodramatic play. 
In this study, the teacher-researcher, two helpers (the researcher’s colleagues) and the 
classroom teachers assumed different roles in the play. Teachers were stage managers, 
observers, players, behaviour managers (classroom teachers), interpreters, social directors 
and care givers. Three Chinese teachers assumed the role of stage managers before students 
entered the classroom. When students started their play, the Chinese teachers assumed roles 
as interpreters, co-players, and care givers. These roles were about language delivery, which 
meant that careful use of language when assisting students’ play was used. Classroom 
teachers had the main role in managing students’ behaviour during play and contacting 
students’ parents. 
In my research, the teachers’ roles drew on Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari’s introductory 
six roles that adults may assume in sociodramatic play. The following table is adapted from 
the table in Section 2.3.2. This table is about the application and innovation of Banerjee, 
Alsalman and Alqafari’s explanation of teachers’ roles in my research (for comparison please 
check Section 2.3.2, p. 25). 
Table 9 Adult roles in sociodramatic play in my study 
Adult roles Description 
Observer At the beginning of sociodramatic play, I participated in 
it and assisted the students; meanwhile I observed the 
shop- keeper and customer, making mental notes so that 
I could further help the other shopkeepers and 
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customers. When I found the opportunity to gradually 
withdraw my assistance, I stepped back and observed 
the play happening between the groups of students. By 
doing so, I became aware of the right time to intervene 
and what I should say. 
Stage manager I set up the stage which included trading counters, 
props, cameras, recorders and divided the space into two 
areas to ensure students had enough space for resting, 
practicing and sociodramatic play. 
Player  I was parallel player and co-player. When I was 
assisting students’ play, I was co-player; when other 
groups of students watched our play, I was parallel 
player. More accurately, I was language assistant when I 
was a player.  
Mediator  This role is not applied in my research as any conflicts 
the students had were in their mother language.   
Interpreter The interpreter role, as described in Banerjee, Alsalman 
and Alqafari’s research, is not applied in this study. 
However, teachers are interpreters of languages in this 
study. 
Social director Teachers need to regulate the numbers of students in 
certain roles, otherwise sociodramatic play cannot go 
smoothly.  
Behaviour 
manager  
This is not mentioned in Banerjee, Alsalman and 
Alqafari’s study. Classroom teachers helped maintain 
students’ behaviour during the play.  
Care givers. This is not mentioned in Banerjee, Alsalman and 
Alqafari’s study. Teacher participants comforted and 
encouraged students when they had difficulties in 
implementing sociodramatic play.  
 
According to Meacham et al. (2016), teachers’ roles can be separated into language 
facilitating and language modelling.  
The language facilitating role is regarded as: 
to facilitate children’s sociodramatic play by helping children sustain their 
play and enact the play roles appropriately, particularly using language 
appropriate to the play’s theme, as adults are considered to be more 
supportive play partners than their peers in sociodramatic play contexts 
(Tudge & Rogoff, 1989, as cited in Meacham et al., 2014, p. 563).    
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Aiming to sustain students’ play and support students in enacting their play roles properly, 
particularly in language, is what I wanted to achieve in my research. The sustainment of 
sociodramatic play requires teachers’ assistance and students’ interest in it. However, I did not 
agree with the citation above, that “adults are considered to be more supportive play partners 
than are peers in sociodramatic play contexts”. Both teachers and students’ peers facilitated 
the plays, but I could not tell which party was more effective in this qualitative study. 
Teachers were more helpful in assisting students with their language, while the peers were as 
supportive as language partners. Teachers in sociodramatic play can be insider-role players; 
they can also be suited to playing as onlookers and facilitating the whole process. Based on 
my observations, peer interaction is the most direct and influential way to develop students’ 
language learning and action in roles. 
Stage manager 
For more discussion about roles in facilitating language, Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell 
(2014) put forward that when helping with play materials and props, teachers should be stage 
managers. Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) also come up with the concept of “stage 
manager”. In their study, the class teacher provided clothes in suitable sizes for students for 
the play theme. In my study, I borrowed this idea of “stage manager” when describing my 
helpers and my role before students started participating. The three Chinese teachers were 
stage managers when they helped with setting up the stage, preparing play materials, props 
and worksheets for students’ reference, setting cameras and arranging tables into counters, 
and stating rules, and discussing the roles with the students. The following excerpt is 
extracted from my memos and reflective journals for Cycle 1 to explain how the three 
Chinese teachers were effective as stage managers. 
1. We moved the tables around to: 1) separate the room into two areas: the 
front area was where the prep activities to review Chinese vocabulary 
would be conducted, and the back areas were where the sociodramatic 
play would be conducted, 2) create the spaces for three separate shops, 
3) decorate the shops with signs and products. 
2. We set up three counters and two cameras. I told the classroom teacher 
and mentor about how my research would be conducted and asked for 
permission for videoing and recording in advance. Students’ food 
allergies were also acknowledged in advance. 
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3. I was preparing dishes and fake money for the coming trading.  
4. I reiterated that students could ask the three Chinese teachers for help 
and consult the worksheet for help if they had difficulties.  
At the preparatory stage, we moved tables to set three stalls with food, plates, forks and 
decorated stalls with signs, and then separated classrooms into two areas using tables. Extra 
area offers space for students to practice and relax. Students were surprised when entering the 
classroom and seemed interested to participate in the following sociodramatic play under the 
researcher’s instructions (for details see Section 4.4). When students were settled in the front 
area, I told them the rules of sociodramatic play. As Lee (2008) says, teacher scaffolding 
works when both the teacher and the learners are required to share the same understanding.  
Player 
Meacham, Vukelich, Han and Buell (2014) believe that teachers can assume either a play 
leader role or co-player role. “The difference between the co-player role and the play leader 
role is the degree of control over the course of the play (p. 563)”. In the play leader role, 
teachers use pretend talk to direct the play indirectly. In the co-leader role, “teachers take a 
minimal play role” and encourage students’ pretend conversation. In my study, teachers were 
much more in a co-player role than a play leader role, when considering that teachers took a 
minimal role and encouraged students to trade in their sociodramatic plays. Banerjee, 
Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) use the term ‘parallel player’ and give the following 
explanation of it:  
The adults may serve as a parallel player in which the adult plays alongside the child 
without actually interacting with the child or children in the play (Saracho, 2004; Van 
Hoorn et al., 2014). The purpose of parallel play is to subtly demonstrate or model 
extended use of materials and language to young children without stifling children’s 
own creativity (p. 303). 
Banerjee et al. (2016) and Meacham et al. (2014) have significantly different opinions about 
the roles of players. Meacham et al. (2014) believe that the players are members of the 
interaction, while Banerjee et al. (2016) consider that players are enacting sociodramatic play 
independently as models for the students. In this study, teacher participants were co-players 
and interacted with students in sociodramatic play, in light of the above different explanations 
of ‘players’. They also modelled for students at review sessions. Such model process was not 
parallel to students’, but before it and at the review session. Thus, it cannot be called as 
parallel play. It is more suitable to say that teachers function as co-players as they give 
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language assistance to the main players, that are students in the whole study. They function as 
language assistants in correcting students’ pronunciation and promoting the  process of 
students’ conversation.  
Teachers need to be careful when assisting students in language use. Students get confused if 
they are not given clear instructions in second language learning. One of the three Chinese 
teachers shared her experience. When she said “so, duo shao qian” (duo shao qian is how 
much), students repeated “so, duo shao qian”. In fact, she tried to tell students “duo shao 
qian” is “how much” in Chinese. The following are examples from video transcriptions and 
memos of the first sociodramatic play in which teachers assumed the role of language 
assistants: 
Two Chinese helpers modelled the theme-shopping in food shops, a process that students did 
later. Jing interacted with students to get them engaged in learning language and bargaining 
culture. 
1. A student: “Ju zi” (fruit mandarin, not very standard). Then we practice the 
pronunciation “ju zi”. 
One Chinese teacher reminded students that ju zi sounded like the end part 
of “oranges” in a low voice.  
2. One Chinese teacher reminded them of the first word “duo…” 
A boy: “Duo shao qian” (how much) 
3. One Chinese teacher asked students: “is that a good price?” (she wanted to 
interact with students to get them concentrating). 
Students gave a negative answer and wanted a lower price.  
The Chinese teacher: “Pian yi dian.” 
I wrote another price, “2”. 
The Chinese teacher asked students: “Ok?” 
Students: “Ok.” 
The Chinese teacher: “hao” (ok). 
4. Then I came to my shopkeeper and we prepared language for the trading. 
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5. I scaffolded the children who were waiting in the line. 
6. Yuan and her shopkeeper prepared language for the trading. My shopkeeper 
and I prepared language for the trading. Yuan pointed to Chinese pinyin on 
the worksheet to some children. 
Apart from being careful with words when assisting students, teachers are also expected to be 
careful in the ways they assist students. Korat, Bahar and Snapir (2002) in their study suggest 
that teachers should assist students immediately, but in a step by step manner. The extent to 
which teachers intervene in students’ play largely determines the success of the play 
(Calabrese, 2003; Kora, Bahar and Snapir, 2002; Stanton-Chapman, 2015; Levy, Wolfgang & 
Koorland, 1992). For example, teachers are encouraged to use questioning in scaffolding 
students rather than comments or prompts. Questioning is an advanced form of making 
comments. Pentimonti and Justice (2010) explain the difference between low level 
scaffolding and high-level scaffolding. They argue that a low level of scaffolding includes 
“generalizing, reasoning, and predicting”; a high level of scaffolding comprises “eliciting, 
reducing choices, and co-participating” (p. 243). When it relates to the degree of the teachers’ 
intervention, it gives teachers some guidance that the teachers’ intervention can also range 
from low level to high level. The BBC council (2014) also has made a similar statement; that 
teachers are not advised to jump in and correct students, but to correct their problems by 
writing them on the board while their memory is still fresh. 
When it comes to language modelling, Meacham et al. (2014) conclude that teachers add 
advanced vocabulary in sociodramatic play which acts as examples for students. I adopted the 
term “model” but with a different meaning. At the stages of preparation and conclusion, I 
invited the two helpers to model the process of sociodramatic play that students would follow 
and invited two students to perform the process that they had already finished respectively. 
Teachers modelled the play but without adding words from the second language teaching, in 
order to avoid confusing the students. 
Observer 
In addition to the stage manager and players, Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) also 
delineated other roles that adults assume in sociodramatic play. Firstly, teachers assume 
observers’ roles. They explain that the purpose of this observation is to access students’ 
engagement and identify their needs, so that teachers can improve those areas. In this study, 
all Chinese teachers and classroom teachers were observers in all of the phases. They did not 
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stand back and observe students’ play only; instead they observed players’ conversation to 
identify what they could do to improve their conversation. As per Levy, Wolfgang and 
Koorland’s (1992) first point on the “teacher behaviour continuum”, teachers stand by to 
assist students in their use of language to play out a variety of roles when needed; visually 
looking on. For example, when a Chinese teacher found that nobody was trading in her 
“shopkeeper’s” shop, she came to my shop and reviewed language with the students who 
were waiting in the line. Another Chinese teacher found that students could not recognize 
Chinese pinyin when she was pointing to pinyin to support their pronunciation, so she 
suggested that I need to exhibit pinyin to students when teaching new hanzi in every Chinese 
lesson. All their suggestions guided me in my design for further sociodramatic play. 
Interpreter  
Secondly, teachers acted as interpreters. Banerjee et al. (2016) consider that for preschoolers 
in sociodramatic play, “interpreters” are people who can help children view issues from more 
than one perspective, as preschoolers are egocentric. For my study which focused on second 
language learning and teaching, I taught students second language, whereas the “interpreters” 
were interpreters of language, not perspectives of viewing the world. For example, when the 
customer didn’t understand what the shopkeeper was saying, the three Chinese teachers 
would interpret it into English to help their understanding of Chinese. This interpreter role 
also belongs to language assistants. 
Behaviour manager 
Apart from Chinese teachers, there were two classroom teachers who came in turn to support 
my teaching and students’ sociodramatic play. Both two classroom teachers consented to be 
research participants. They observed my class and my implementation of sociodramatic play 
and gave their feedback to me. They also gave me support before, in and after sociodramatic 
play. Long before commencing sociodramatic play, and at the very beginning of my teaching 
in the public school, I related to the classroom teachers what I was going to research and in 
what ways they could support me. Fortunately, they helped me as much as possible. Three 
weeks before commencing sociodramatic play, the classroom teacher also helped me contact 
students’ parents and distribute consent forms to them. During the play, they were also there 
to assist me. Sometimes they walked around to maintain students’ behaviours; sometimes 
they filmed students’ performances in sociodramatic play and gave students encouragement. 
When students made too much noise, they used discipline and their authority to make 
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students quiet. After the play, they gave me feedback on students’ performance and answered 
my prepared questions. The following excerpt can show that the classroom teacher and I had 
different tasks:  
I was preparing dishes and fake money for the coming trading. Then I 
came to my shopkeeper and we prepared for the trading together. 
Meanwhile, the classroom teacher reminded the customers that they 
needed to buy at least 3 pieces of food and helped maintain their 
behaviour. 
This was the very beginning of sociodramatic play. We were making sure that everything was 
ready for the play. At this phase, different teachers had different tasks. Things could not go 
smoothly without each teacher’s cooperation. 
Finally, the classroom teachers in this research played a unique role that only they were able 
to assume: behaviour manager. I perceived that classroom teachers were more authoritative  
than voluntary Chinese teachers after I observed some high school and primary school classes. 
This phenomenon was also evident when I started my teaching in Spring Flower Public 
School. If classroom teachers did not help maintain students’ behaviour, students would not 
positively engage in learning activities in my classes. Because of this, I invited classroom 
teachers to help keep student discipline. During the whole process of sociodramatic play, the 
classroom teacher maintained the rules effectively. The following observation notes on video 
clips can explain this: 
1. The classroom teacher reminded the customers that they needed to buy 
at least 3 pieces of food and helped maintain their behavior.  
2. Children found cameras interesting and made noises. The classroom 
teacher told them to stop.  
3. The classroom teacher asked children to wait in a line and distributed 
children into different shops, when she found that too many students 
were waiting in one line, while other shops had no customers. 
4. The classroom teacher was very helpful in classroom management and 
leading children when they got lost, while the rest of the three Chinese 
teachers were busy supporting three shopkeepers. 
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Care givers 
Apart from the above roles that are identified and supported by the literature, there were one 
more role that I have not found in the literature, but which is effective in sociodramatic play: 
care givers. Banerjee et al.’s (2016) research site is a preschool classroom. During their class 
time, conflicts between children is a frequent occurrence. Therefore, care givers function as 
they give solutions to children’s conflict. They not only provide solutions to these conflicts, 
but also offer language skills to develop the children’s literacy. In my study, Chinese teachers 
and classroom teachers played significant roles in comforting these young students and 
encouraging them, which helped promote sociodramatic play. My observation notes recorded 
that: 
When some students said, “no, I don’t understand”, One Chinese teacher 
said, “that’s alright, because your teacher and I will help you with your 
Chinese language.” Then they restarted their play. 
The classroom teacher also encouraged the students with; “be confident, 
you can do it”. They smiled and restarted their trading. 
During the play, the teachers supported the students’ participation and they played important 
roles to make this play successful. They helped students a lot in language, and meanwhile, 
they assumed roles as carers to encourage students while I was scaffolding other students. 
The following examples from my observation notes show how we supported students in their 
sociodramatic play. 
When I was assisting one of the shopkeepers, one of the Chinese 
teachers came and reviewed words with the rest of the students who 
were waiting in the line, when she found that some students couldn’t 
speak those trading words. The boy who was being scaffolded tried 
very hard to speak Chinese. In previous weeks, he was the one who 
didn’t have much interest in learning Chinese. 
While I was busy dealing with other students, the Chinese teacher identified the problem in 
time and gave appropriate support. Her support could not only be seen in their language 
development, but also in the students’ interest in learning Chinese. Due to the interesting 
personalities of these Chinese teachers’ and their timely help, children liked talking to them 
and felt safe to ask for their help.  
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5.3 Student interest and sociodramatic play 
With sociodramatic play, students’ interest in learning Chinese language has been improved.  
A study by Hidi and Renninger (2006) introduces four phases of interest which people 
display:  situational interest, maintained situational interest, emerging individual interest and 
well-developed individual interest. According to their description of the characteristics of 
these phases of interest, only the first two phases match phases in this study. The first phase 
“refers to a psychological state of interest that results from short term changes in affective 
and cognitive processing (Hidi & Baird, 1986, 1988; Mitchell, 1993, as cited in Hidi and 
Renninger, 2006, p. 114).  Interest in the first phase has the following characteristics which 
correspond to the development of students’ interest: 
Situational interest can be sparked by environmental or text features such as 
incongruous, surprising information; character identification or personal relevance; 
and intensity (Hidi and Renninger, 2006, p.114, bold by researcher). 
In the first cycle, students’ situational interest was triggered mainly for two reasons: the 
change of the learning environment, and the personal relevance of the chosen topic of food 
shopping. First, as soon as students entered the classroom, they became curious and were 
surprised by the setting up of three ‘shops’ in the classroom. This was vastly different from 
the regular classroom layout. Each ‘shop’ displayed different Chinese food. The selected 
lesson for sociodramatic play occurred in one mid-afternoon, so the food catered as 
afternoon tea. Stagnitti, Bailey, Hudspeth, Reynolds and Kidd (2016) emphasize the 
importance of play-based learning which increases students’ interest in learning. Through 
such types of learning, students get interested in learning activities and such interest is 
witnessed through their feedback and their parents’ feedback. At the end of Cycle 1, some 
students asked me when they could play this game again. One student’s mother told us that, 
in anticipation of the play, her daughter reviewed her Chinese every night before going to 
bed. 
The action of ‘buying’ using paper money is an everyday action that students find quite 
familiar and practical. They regularly experience being customers, however, buying Chinese 
food as a customer in a Chinese shop and bargaining over the prices are novelties for them.  
Instructional conditions or learning environments that include group work, puzzles, 
computers, and so on have been found to trigger situational interest (Hidi and 
Renninger, 2006, p.114, bold by researcher). 
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Students learnt Chinese through communicating with their peers and teachers, a form of 
group work. The whole process of sociodramatic play consisted of such group work. During 
their play, customers and shopkeepers talked to each other so that they could both complete a 
fair trade. Such task-based communication is just like solving a puzzle.  
Triggered situational interest may be a precursor to the predisposition to re-engage 
particular content over time as in more developed phases of interest (Hidi and 
Renninger, 2006, p.114, bold by researcher). 
There were two research cycles in this study. In Cycle 1, students’ triggered interest might be 
a precursor to the predisposition to the next research cycle which was connected to Cycle 1. 
When we finished sociodramatic play, there were still some students coming and wanting to 
buy something else. Such interest may last and trigger their interest in engaging in more 
sociodramatic play when they find a similar context in Cycle 2. 
The second phase of interest is called maintained situational interest. Maintained situational 
interest “refers to a psychological state of interest that is subsequent to a triggered state, 
involves focused attention and persistence over an extended episode in time, and/or reoccurs 
and again persists” (Hidi and Renninger, 2006, p.114). Maintained situational interest has the 
following characteristics, which correspond to the development of students’ interest in Cycle 
2: 
Situational interest is held and sustained through meaningfulness of tasks and/or 
personal involvement (Hidi and Renninger, p.114, bold by researcher). 
In research Cycle 2, students again showed their interest in learning Chinese through 
sociodramatic play. When I told them that we would be selling and buying things again in this 
term, they were excited. In the preparatory stage, I designed some learning tasks for students. 
They were very engaged in those tasks. The reason might be that the tasks I designed looked 
like games, while simultaneously developing students’ language ability (for details see 
Section 4.2). 
Instructional conditions or learning environments provide meaningful and personally 
involving activities, such as project-based learning, cooperative group work, and 
one-on-one tutoring, which can contribute to the maintenance of situational interest 
(Hidi and Renninger, p.114, bold by researcher). 
Learning activities were in the form of group work and teacher’s one-on-one tutoring. When 
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the Chinese teachers found some students, who were absent-minded or did not know how to 
continue, they came to support those students individually.  
Students’ interest was also manifested in two ways: 1) They transferred from “learning from 
teachers” to “learning by self” and 2) peer support. In sociodramatic play, I found that some 
students relied on themselves to review Chinese language to get prepared when they were 
waiting in the lines to be customers. When they could not figure out a pronunciation, they 
would turn to their peers for help. Their interest in learning Chinese was shown in this 
process. It happened both in Cycle 1 and Cycle 2. In Cycle 1, their interest could be labelled 
triggered situational interest. When it happened again in Cycle 2, their interest could be 
identified as maintained situational interest. The following is an example of students’ learning 
by themselves: 
When the three shopkeepers checked to see whether everything 
was going well, the rest of the students were asking the classroom 
teacher questions about the play and counting in Chinese by 
themselves. 
When Chinese teachers were busy doing other tasks, students and classroom teachers utilized 
this time to get well prepared for the play. Students reviewed Chinese by themselves and they 
were positive in making sure they knew everything about the play. They were not learning 
from the teachers at this moment. Instead, they took control of their own learning. Interest 
plays an important role in this phase. 
Another example of their maintained situational interest was that students supported each 
other in sociodramatic play. According to the students’ class routine, they were accustomed to 
expressing themselves eagerly. This was evident in their raising of their hands in class. And 
their sociodramatic play was not all about expressing oneself individually. It was also a 
process of cooperation in which students could express themselves together. If students were 
not interested in conducting the play, they would not commit to supporting their peers. The 
following is an example of peer support from my observation notes: 
When I assisted my shopkeeper’s trading, he was not focused and 
asked me what the next steps of this trading process were every 
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time. Luckily, he got very familiar with Chinese currency and other 
trading words later. Besides, he helped his customers with the 
speaking of Chinese all the time and concentrated on the trading. 
This observation note was based on my observation of the shopkeeper I supported. At the 
start, he could not pay enough attention to the trading. He looked around and always forgot 
the next steps. However, when he experienced the happiness of conducting a complete play 
by himself and helping his peers, he started to change his attitude and became positive. The 
BBC council (2014) suggests that peer correction is another profitable experience for all 
involved in play. 
5.4 Learning outcomes  
Students’ learning outcomes were measured in two ways: overall outcomes observed and 
experienced by Chinese teachers, and specific outcomes produced by tests. Overall learning 
outcomes of two cycles will be introduced first. Results of pre- and post-tests of two cycles 
will be presented and compared later.  
5.4.1 Overall outcomes  
Firstly, according to one Chinese teacher’s observations, a boy couldn’t say any relevant 
Chinese when he came to their stall to buy food. However, when the boy came to her the 
second time, he could finish the trade, with a little hint from the Chinese teacher. This boy 
could also buy food in other stalls. 
Secondly, the shopkeeper who stood with me was fluent in speaking Chinese currency after a 
few rounds of trading. He could also assist his customers by reminding them of the relevant 
Chinese. Another Chinese teacher had the same experience. She wrote the price for the shop- 
keeper in the first one or two rounds of trade, then the shopkeeper took charge of it and wrote 
the price by herself. The Chinese teacher mentioned that she crossed out the previous price 
and wrote a new price if the customer was not satisfied with the previous one and wanted to 
bargain. The shopkeeper learnt this and did the same thing.  
Pentimonti & Justice (2010), and Wolf, Guzman-Orth, Lopez, Castellano, Himelfarb & 
Tsutagawa (2016) take students’ proficiencies into account when scaffolding them. They 
explain that students’ proficiency levels are judged by the degrees of independence of the 
students’ performance. When students are at the lower proficiency level, they are more reliant 
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on teachers and need high specific scaffolding; when they move to higher level of proficiency, 
they tend to finish learning tasks by themselves. An example from this research shows 
students’ proficiency level improving. Student M needed the teacher’s help at the beginning. 
When she served the first three ‘customers’, M looked to the teacher for help. The teacher 
said the sentence ‘what would you like?’ in Chinese so that M could repeat it . By the time she 
served the fourth customer, the teacher only needed to provide a clue rather than saying the 
entire sentence. For example, M had some trouble pronouncing ‘shen me’(why). After 
serving six or seven customers, M could say the sentence all by herself without any help. 
Another Chinese teacher found that her shopkeeper was very shy at the beginning but became 
more confident in speaking Chinese after a few rounds of trading. In general, shopkeepers 
became more familiar with Chinese currency and other trading words than did the customers, 
but both shopkeepers and customers became confident after practicing the trading three times, 
which might be because three Chinese teachers assisted the shopkeepers more closely.  
Thirdly, children were willing to bargain to get lower prices, even though bargaining hardly 
ever happened in their real, daily lives. It was a type of acknowledgement of a different 
culture. In cycle 2, students’ recognition of pinyin was much better than that in Cycle 1. They 
recognized pinyin and acquired help from the worksheets in this cycle. Students became 
accustomed to learning through sociodramatic play. According to the comparisons before and 
after the conduct of sociodramatic play, all the students made progress in general. Most of 
them had no trouble in speaking Chinese currency, asking how much and greeting each other. 
Specifically, there were more shopkeepers in this cycle, and more students made evident 
progress in this cycle. Shopkeepers also helped teach their customers to speak some trading 
words. Some shopkeepers could make decisions regarding the price by themselves. They 
were very flexible in conducting sociodramatic play.  
In conclusion, play-based learning is beneficial for students’ development, both socially and 
emotionally (Pyle and Bigelow, 2015; Stagnitti, Bailey, Hudspeth, Reynolds & Kidd, 2016). 
Academically, sociodramatic play contributes to students’ vocabulary development (Van Oers 
and Duijkers, 2013). Axelrod (2017) relates that students internalize what they have learnt in 
sociodramatic play. I found that students kept saying those Chinese words to me even after 
they had finished the two cycles’ sociodramatic play. In the pre-set settings, students tried to 
buy the products they liked by using Chinese language. Just as Weisberg, Zosh, Hirsh-Pasek 
& Golinkoff (2013) maintain, language thrives in playful settings. From the social and 
emotional perspectives, sociodramatic play increases students’ interaction with peers and 
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teachers and gives them a sense of accomplishment. This is in agreement with Axelrod’s 
(2017) opinion that sociodramatic play develops students’ spoken Chinese not only through 
teachers’ teaching, but through their interaction with teachers and peers. 
5.4.2 Test results  
Students’ pre- and post-tests represent their progress or retrogress through sociodramatic play 
to some extent. Before and after sociodramatic play in both cycles, I conducted pre- and post-
tests respectively to record their learning outcomes. In Cycle 1, pre- and post-test marks for 
the five selected student participants, and their means, are as per the following table (total 
points for pre- and post-tests are 54): 
Table 10 Grades and averages of students’ pre- and post-tests in Cycle 1 
Student Pre-test Mean Post-test Mean 
AA 29 29/54=0.54 32/54=0.59 0.59 
BB 33 0.61 46 0.85 
CC 45 0.83 47 0.87 
DD 11 0.20 40 0.74 
EE 41 0.76 39 0.72 
Average  31.8  40.8  
 
Four of the five student participants made progress after the sociodramatic play. Some of 
them made evident progress, while the progress of others was not so obvious, while one of 
the participant’s grades showed his retrogress. CC achieved the highest grade in both pre- and 
post-tests while DD achieved the lowest grade in the pre-test, which was much lower than the 
average grade. Luckily, DD scored 40 points in post-test, which was great progress. In the 
post-test, the five participants’ grades were not bad. The average of the post-test was 40.8, 
which was 9 points higher than the pre-test’s average, while the grade for student AA was 
under average.  
Table 11 Grades and averages of students’ pre- and post-tests in Cycle 2 
Student Pre-test Mean Post-test Mean 
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BB 36 36/54=0.67 37 0.69 
CC 30 0.56 33 0.61 
DD  35 0.65 43 0.80 
EE 49 0.91 51 0.94 
Average  37.5  41  
 
Participant AA was absent in Cycle 2’s test week. The average grades for the pre - and post-
tests in this cycle were not lower than the averages for Cycle 1, even though the test contents 
were more complex in Cycle 2. Four participants all made progress after the sociodramatic 
play. Their grades were higher than the average grade. Student DD achieved stable grades 
after Cycle 1. The following lists of the most often incorrect pronunciations and regularly 
mixed-up pinyin show the test results qualitatively for both cycles. The following are the 
pinyin that confused students the most. 
1. Thank you. Correct pronunciation: xiè xie    Wrong pronunciation: si si 
2. I want: wǒ yào…    My name is: wǒ jiào…    Students often mixed these two Chinese 
words but got better after a few rounds of practice.      
One boy deserved exemplifying here. I did not notice this boy until the week after conducting 
the sociodramatic play. In that week, he showed his enthusiasm in being my translator. What 
he translated was correct and fluent. One of the Chinese helpers also mentioned him. She said 
that the boy did not know how to say a word the first time he came to buy food, but he could 
do that the second time.  
5.5 Challenges, ways to address them and feedback from teachers 
5.5.1 Challenges and ways to address them 
Challenges occurred in Cycle 1 and the implications for Cycle 2 are expounded as follows:  
Most “customers” were not confident to begin trading with shopkeepers. Their voices were 
low, which caused difficulty in communicating with shopkeepers and listening to them after 
recording. Chinese teachers needed to encourage both shopkeepers and customers almost all 
the time to promote their trading, which indicated that students were not confident in their 
speaking or might just not understand what they were going to speak. Secondly, customers 
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who were waiting in the line were noisy which intensified the difficulty of recording trading 
conversations. Some children found the cameras to be interesting and made subsequent 
noises too. The first problem was gradually solved after a few attempts at trading. Students 
developed confidence after they became familiar with the process even though their voices 
were still very low. I also used voice recorders for Cycle 2. As for the second problem, I 
needed to give clear instructions to students that they were expected to keep quiet while 
waiting. Only a few students could buy and sell food without assistance. Some children were 
too keen for food to practice their Chinese.  
As recommended by the Chinese teachers after this cycle, I only set up two shops in Cycle 2. 
In this way, students could get enough assistance from the three Chinese teachers. However, 
we found that the two stalls for 20 students were not enough. Some students waited in their 
lines for so much time that they lost their patience. Besides, when giving instructions, I spoke 
too slowly which made the students get impatient. I also repeated the situation of selling and 
buying every time when reviewing vocabulary. In Cycle 2, I narrowed it down by showing 
students relevant videos and asking them to model it. I also needed to re-design worksheets 
that were handier and clearer for student reference. Another two Chinese teachers mentioned 
that they found students had difficulties in recognizing pinyin on those worksheets. Students 
mainly relied on their memories in learning Chinese. Thus, I needed to teach pinyin in more 
effective ways to scaffold them before the next cycle. Another problem was that when 
scaffolding students by saying Chinese connected with English, students sometimes got 
confused. The three Chinese teachers needed to be more careful with their methods of 
scaffolding students. The students did not master the language very well and there were other 
significant words which were relevant to shopping which also deserved to be taught, such as 
Chinese measure words. I decided to go deeper into the shopping topic in Cycle 2.  
In Cycle 2, as students became more familiar with Chinese, the recognition of pinyin became 
one of the major tasks. There was a problem about recognition. When I spoke English, they 
could say its Chinese version. While they were expected to recognize the same Chinese word, 
they often mixed it with their English knowledge. For example, students were very familiar 
with the word “qiān bǐ” (pencil), but they mixed it with another Chinese word “kuai”. “Q” in 
Chinese is pronounced as “qi” while it is pronounced “kw” in English. “Kw” was the starting 
pronunciation of another Chinese pinyin “kuai” which represented Chinese currency. Luckily, 
these challenges could be overcome by the students’ practicing of speaking and recognizing 
these pinyin. 
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The following table summarizes these challenges and possible ways to address these 
challenges for both cycles. 
Table 12 Challenges which occurred in both research cycles and possible ways to 
address them 
Challenges Description of challenges Possible ways to address it 
Mixed abilities  Before the sociodramatic play was 
conducted, students had different 
Chinese language levels, which made it 
difficult for some students to implement 
sociodramatic play because they had not 
acquired the required vocabulary.  
Differentiate methods when 
teaching the same set of 
vocabulary for sociodramatic 
play to maximize students’ 
learning.  
Transfer 
between two 
languages 
1. Some students said that they 
didn’t understand what the two 
Chinese teachers were talking 
about, even after teachers’ 
modelling of the trading process 
for students, and even though the 
words and sentences used by the 
two teachers were all learnt by 
them. 
2. During an informal verbal test 
session, I asked students how to 
say “ok” in Chinese. Their 
response was “ok” instead of its 
Chinese version. When I 
repeated this question, they said 
its Chinese version. 
3. Confused by English and 
Chinese pronunciation. For 
example, “q” in “qian” (money) 
and “qi” (seven) in Chinese is 
“qi” which is different from 
English. In English, it is “kw”.  
1. Cultivate an environment of 
speaking Chinese when I am 
with them each week. 
2. Get students engaged in 
more authentic Chinese 
conversations. 
3. More practice of translation. 
Pronunciation 
(Forgettable) 
Some students’ pronunciations couldn’t 
be understood easily, while some 
students mixed pronunciations of 
different words. 
1. Prepare some interesting 
tasks for students to recognize 
pinyin. 
2. Cooperate with classroom 
teachers to review Chinese 
when I am not at the school. 
Distraction Cameras were distracting children’s 
attention and they were too excited that 
Thinking of interesting ways to 
make students focused (such as 
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they could hold Chinese money. They 
were also distracted by outsiders who 
just dropped by. 
“whoever looks back will be 
punished”). (Students would 
probably get used to cameras 
and fake money next time.) 
Begin trading It seemed that students found it hard to 
break the ice of the first step in trading. 
When I told them that they could start, 
they looked hesitant to come up. It was a 
fresh experience for them. 
I stand in the front followed by 
students in a line. I start first or 
arrange a student who wants to 
be the first one to start. 
Use of device          Camera couldn’t record the customers’ 
and the shopkeepers’ voices clearly. 
Use both audio recorders and 
video recorders next time. 
Mixed learning 
outcomes  
The three shopkeepers got more familiar 
with Chinese currency and other trading 
words than the customers.  
Let students play different 
roles in turn. 
Silence when 
encountering 
problems 
Shopkeepers did not say a word when 
the customer didn’t know how to reply. 
Both were silent when encountering 
problems.  
Prepare students before 
sociodramatic play and guide 
them when encountering such 
problems.  
Scared of 
strange things  
When I showed them “zong zi” (Chinese 
food), students said “ill” and very few of 
them bought this food in sociodramatic 
play. 
Introduce more strange 
Chinese things to students in 
Chinese classes officially. 
 
5.5.2 Feedback from teacher participants  
Cycle 1  
At the beginning of sociodramatic play, I distributed a piece of paper with questions on this 
play to the classroom teachers. At the end of the play, they wrote their feedback according to 
these questions and their thinking towards the play.  
Classroom teacher A thought that sociodramatic play provided students with a “shopping” 
context which facilitated their “shopping” experience. Although she was not in the classroom 
all the time when I taught Chinese (classroom teacher B was in the classroom), she could tell 
that I had taught everything to the children on previous days to get them prepared. She 
thought I made the students feel safe to make mistakes. However, there were some “tricky” 
boys in the class. I needed to keep close eyes on them. But it was good for them to move and 
to talk. 
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Classroom teacher B thought that sociodramatic play gave purpose to the use of language. 
Students could speak in a make-believe situation. She gave me some very specific 
suggestions. She supported my creation of picture cards and pretend money. Using these 
visual materials helped students to understand the concepts more clearly. They enjoyed 
handling the props and were engaged in the play. Maybe I needed to make those cards bigger 
in Cycle 2. She suggested that I could give students different tasks in the preparative phase, 
because children liked variety and responded to movement from one activity to another very 
well. My use of positive reinforcements (paddle pop sticks, lollies, stickers) to encourage 
students to participate always works well with young students. 
Cycle 2 
In this cycle, classroom teachers still held the opinion that sociodramatic play gave students 
real life contexts. Teacher could learn from this research that language could be taught in this 
way. Modelling the shopping situation prior to their play was helpful. Teachers facilitated 
students and let them explore by themselves. However, sociodramatic play changed students’ 
routines and required independent work/thinking which was challenging for students. The 
teachers said that they would help my research as much as possible.  
Another two Chinese teachers thought that sociodramatic play as a teaching method could 
arouse students’ interest in learning Chinese. It was effective for young students to participate 
in such a learning activity. Young students’ pronunciations were better than those of older 
students. For example, it was difficult for older students to speak “zi” while young students 
could speak it properly as soon as they observed it. Therefore, it was good to lead young 
students to speak more Chinese through this technique. They regarded sociodramatic play as 
a unique way of learning Chinese due to its half real and half pretend nature. Students knew it 
was a game, but they were as engaged in it as if they were really buying products. Some 
students asked whether they could use fake Chinese money in China, which indicated that 
they were really caught up in the shopping context. Two Chinese teachers also emphasized 
that some students could not only play their roles well, but also help their peers by reminding 
them and translating for them, which is quite an achievement in sociodramatic play. 70% of 
students could answer what they had bought in trading and told us how they were going to 
use their bought products. 
96 
 
5.6 Conclusion 
This chapter is the second and the last part of the data analysis, mainly exploring how 
teachers scaffold students’ sociodramatic play to improve their spoken Chinese. It was found 
that teachers were observers, stage managers, co-players, behaviour managers, interpreters 
and care givers when assisting students’ play. Teachers were also expected to sustain students’ 
interest in participating in such learning activities, as students’ interest was one of the factors 
that could influence their participation in sociodramatic play. Students’ test results showed 
that their spoken Chinese improved to some extent. The challenges encountered during 
sociodramatic play could be into one of three categories: language itself, internal factors 
(students) and external factors.  
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Chapter 6 Discussion and conclusion  
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter summarizes the major findings of this research project and addresses how these 
findings respond to the three research questions of the project. It also discusses the 
implications for future teaching of the Chinese language and any further research that can be 
undertaken in schools about the use of sociodramatic play. This study contributes to the 
question of how to make spoken Chinese learnable through sociodramatic play by offering 
preparatory activities for implementing sociodramatic play, suggesting the ways teachers can 
scaffold students, and suggesting possible methods to address the challenges involved. 
Implications of this study for the future teaching of Chinese in Australian primary schools  are 
provided. Lastly, the limitations of this study and recommendations for future research are 
discussed for the benefit of any future researchers.  
6.2 Key findings  
The key findings of this research address three research questions:  
1) What preparatory teaching/learning activities are required before engaging Year 1 non-
background beginning learners in Chinese-speaking sociodramatic play?  
2) How does the use of sociodramatic play help Year 1 non-background beginning learners’ 
spoken Chinese?  
3) What challenges are associated with the use of sociodramatic play for teaching spoken 
Chinese to Year 1 non-background beginning learners, and how can these challenges be 
addressed? 
6.2.1 Preparatory activities before implementation of sociodramatic play 
Four types of preparatory activities are explained in detail in Chapter 4 to demonstrate their 
necessity for conducting sociodramatic play. These activities include vocabulary learning, 
cultural understanding, stage setting and teacher collaboration. Teachers need to prepare 
students with the vocabulary and cultural elements required for the upcoming sociodramatic 
play. This can be done through vocabulary teaching activities, memory-reinforcement 
activities, and cultural introduction activities. Stage setting for the sociodramatic play 
includes decorating the classrooms and creating props. These activities require the 
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coordination of three elements; the teachers, the students and the learning environment. In 
using these preparatory activities, I took account of Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland’s (1992) 
suggestions regarding the pre-conditions for quality sociodramatic play:  
1) Shared background of the themes of the sociodramatic play.  
2) Adequate space.  
3) Realistic props.  
4) Teacher intervention. 
 In my study, these preparatory activities are essential in increasing students’ shared 
understanding of the background of the cultural themes, through positioning students’ 
learning of knowledge within an intercultural space, quite some time before the actual 
sociodramatic play occurs. Providing adequate space and realistic props is part of the 
preparation of the environment where students conduct sociodramatic play. In my study, the 
‘adequacy of space’ was understood to be determined not only by the size of the play space, 
but also whether there is an optimal environment with adequate resources and supporting 
staff (such as my colleagues) where students could comfortably carry out the play activities, 
as well as to find help when necessary. However, Levy, Wolfgang and Koorland’s (1992) 
fourth aspect, teacher intervention, was the pre-condition mainly used in this study during the 
sociodramatic play which was discussed in Chapter 5.  
Table 13 Four types of preparatory activities used in both cycles 
Preparatory activities Advantages of each 
preparatory activity 
Content & activities 
 
 
 
Vocabulary learning 
 
 Inspire students’ 
motivation to learn 
 Satisfy students who 
like holding real 
learning material while 
learning  
 Rewards  
 Cutting game 
 Help engage students in 
language learning 
 Strengthen 
communication 
between students 
 “Handwork” task 
 Wolves eat goats game 
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 Offer students 
opportunities to 
distinguish language 
points by themselves 
 Practise recognition of 
pinyin 
 
 
 
Cultural understanding 
 Get students to think 
about different 
shopping routines in 
China 
 Train students in 
numeracy skills 
 Get students engaged in 
learning activities 
through modelling 
 Modelling bargain  
 Modelling giving 
change with Chinese 
currency 
 
 
Stage setting 
 Make sociodramatic 
play more real 
 Get students more 
engaged by having 
them hold real learning 
material 
 Preparing props 
 Set up the “stage” 
 
Teacher collaboration 
Ensure every participating 
teacher is clear about their 
Responsibilities before, 
during and after 
sociodramatic play 
Discuss the details about 
preparing and assisting 
students’ sociodramatic 
play  
 
In both cycles, a list of vocabulary related to the setting of each sociodramatic play was 
selected and incorporated into different learning activities. In Cycle 1, vocabulary learning 
was conducted through the explanation of each new word and the provision of positive 
reinforcement strategies, such as rewards of stickers, lollies and performance charts. Students 
like stickers of different animals, people and toys. They enjoy receiving such rewards in front 
of their peers. The “cutting game” is useful in reviewing vocabulary. This involved student 
repeating a pinyin until I had cut a piece of paper that was with the shape of what the pinyin 
stands for. Students prefer to engage in hands-on learning activities where they learn through 
using physical props.  
In Cycle 2, the learning task of “handwork” is typical of vocabulary learning. Through doing 
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such a task, students get more familiar with pinyin and their ability to place pinyin in the right 
order is improved. This task not only improves their language ability, but also their ability to 
cooperate with their peers. Different students in each group communicate and work together 
to finish this task. The review activity in this cycle is called “Wolves Eat Goats”. This review 
activity also requires some cooperation. One group of students communicates to decide 
which piece of paper (with pinyin) is more difficult for the other group. This activity also 
requires competition between the two groups, wolves and goats. Both groups try to win in 
reading and recognizing pinyin. In both cycles, all learning activities were targeted at 
reviewing vocabulary that would be used in the upcoming sociodramatic play. 
Increasing students’ cultural understanding incorporates activities that help students become 
familiar with cultural knowledge such as shopping routines in China, Chinese currency, 
bargaining, and Chinese numbers. This applied in both cycles. For example, through learning 
the sentence structures for bargaining, students became more interested in practicing speaking 
Chinese for the purpose of arguing for a better price. They also developed their numeracy 
skills through this process.  
Stage setting involves preparing props and the space where sociodramatic play happens. 
Props are products such as food and stationery that students are going to ‘buy’ and ‘sell’ 
during sociodramatic play. Props also include printed copies of the Chinese currencies 1￥, 5
￥ and 10￥. Setting up the stage also involves the process of preparing areas for students’ 
play. Teachers organize the class furniture to set up a ‘shopping area’ that facilitates the 
interaction between ‘shop owners’ and ‘customers’. Each shop in the area has counters and 
food/stationery products which are placed in categories and labelled with prices.  
Teacher collaboration is required throughout the whole phase of sociodramatic play. As one 
of the preparatory activities, teacher collaboration occurs before conducting sociodramatic 
play when three Chinese teachers and two classroom teachers sit down and discuss their roles 
and responsibilities before, during and after sociodramatic play. The Chinese teachers are 
mainly assisting students to complete the shopping transactions, whilst scaffolding students’ 
speaking of the Chinese language. The classroom teachers mainly help maintain students’ 
behaviour, classroom order, as well as communicate with students’ parents about this learning 
method. After the sociodramatic play, the teachers also discuss the students’ performance in 
the sociodramatic play to improve the teacher’s skills and to further the research. The smooth 
operation of the entire process depends upon effective collaboration between these teachers.  
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6.2.2 Teacher roles in scaffolding students’ play.  
The complex nature of sociodramatic play means that teachers have to play a collection of 
different, important roles in different stages of the sociodramatic play to activate student 
interest. This study found that in using sociodramatic play to teach the Chinese language to 
non-background beginning learners, teachers assume the roles of stage managers, observers, 
co-players, behaviour managers (classroom teacher), interpreters, and care givers. While most 
of the academic literature mentions the roles of stage managers, observers and co-players, the 
findings of this study also highlight the new roles of behaviour managers, interpreters, and 
care givers.  
The stage managers in this study are the people who prepare the environment for 
sociodramatic play which includes trading counters, props, cameras, and recorders, and who 
divide the classroom into two areas to ensure students have enough room for resting, 
practising and implementing sociodramatic play. The studies by Meacham, Vukelich, Han 
and Buell (2014), as well as Banerjee, Alsalman and Alqafari (2016) also emphasize the 
preparation of play materials and props.  As the stage managers, my colleague and I worked 
together to prepare props such as Chinese food and Chinese currency for the plays.  
As an observer, I get the opportunity to observe students’ participation in sociodramatic play 
and find appropriate moments to intervene when students are in need. I also note down for 
future study the problems that students encounter but which cannot be solved immediately. 
When acting out this role, I am much more of a ‘thinker’ who is noting down what deserves 
further discussion and is thinking about it. “The purpose of this observation is for the teachers 
to assess each child’s engagement with peers, to identify children’s strengths and needs in all 
areas and determine the areas where the adult might need to intervene (Bodrova, as cited in 
Banerjee, Alsalman & Alqafari, 2016, p. 303).  
Teachers can also be co-players who scaffold students in their language.  The literature 
distinguishes between parallel players and co-players (Banerjee, Alsalman & Alqafari, 2016). 
Teachers model the trading process for students when they are parallel players; whilst as co-
players, teachers participate in students’ sociodramatic play to scaffold their language. 
Teacher co-players help both the shy and introverted students who can only imitate the 
shopping procedure and receive teacher’s language support whenever necessary, as well  as 
the active, extroverted students who enjoy extended language opportunities (for example, 
when they wish to express a new word in the Chinese language).  
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As behaviour managers, classroom teachers participate in sociodramatic play, watch students’ 
behaviour and maintain it through the entire play. If students are noisy or out of control, they 
cannot conduct sociodramatic play as expected. Another reason is that if the noise level is too 
high, it becomes very difficult to hear whether students’ pronunciation of the Chinese 
language elements is accurate. Data collection would also be interrupted without clear 
recording of students’ trading conversations.  
Sometimes, the Chinese teachers work as interpreters and interpret what “shopkeepers” or 
“customers” say when the two shopping parties cannot understand each other, and when the 
reference sheet does not help either. The role of the interpreter is often combined with the role 
of the co-player, where the teacher would interpret what a student says, and immediately 
repeat that Chinese word or sentence, so that students can either correct their pronunciation or 
practice their listening to and memorising of the language content. This role is essential to 
sustain the trading between shopkeeper and customer, otherwise this trading will not continue.  
As care givers, teachers provide emotional support for students who may be nervous, or timid, 
or who may need other forms of support to join in this unusual form of learning. For example, 
when some students expressed their worries about the accuracy of their listening in trading, 
one of the Chinese teachers comforted them and encouraged them with gentle words. Such 
caring ensures students can participate in trading positively without anxiety.  
It is supported by Hidi and Renninger’s (2006) study that interest of engaging in an activity 
could be triggered and maintained through external factors. In this study, it is theorized that 
students’ interest fits the first two phases of Hidi and Renninger’s theory; that is situational 
interest and maintained situational interest. Situational interest is relevant to environmental 
change and personal relevance of the activity. Students’ situational interest was triggered in 
the first research cycle due to the different learning routines, including different learning 
environments and the different ways of learning. The topic of the sociodramatic play also 
triggers students’ personal interest and can make the play relevant for them. Students have 
close relationships with shopping, food and stationery. The factors of environmental change 
and personal relevance facilitated students’ engagement in sociodramatic play and aroused 
their maintained situational interest at the end of Cycle 1. Some students showed their interest 
in conducting sociodramatic play soon after Cycle 1. This was the precursor to maintained 
situational interest. Maintained situational interest is sustained through meaningful tasks 
and/or personal involvement, according to Hidi and Renninger (2016). In research Cycle 2, 
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students’ interest in conducting another round of sociodramatic play was high. They were 
excited about some preparatory activities about sociodramatic play. Those activities aimed to 
improve students’ language ability and cultural understanding, which are some of the 
requirements of conducting sociodramatic play. Through sociodramatic play, students transfer 
from “learn from teachers” to “learn by self”. Peer support is also increased during this 
process. These two aspects of change sustain and increase students’ involvement in 
sociodramatic play.  
6.2.3 Three aspects of challenges encountered and possible strategies to manage these challenges 
in using sociodramatic play to teach Chinese  
Some problems encountered in sociodramatic play can be solved immediately, while some 
problems need further research. The following table represents challenges that I believe are 
worthy of re-evaluation (Section 5.5.1 has a more detailed version of the following table). 
These challenges can be categorized into one of three types: internal, external and language. 
Internal challenge is about students themselves. Often, it relates to language as well, as 
internal challenges are usually about students’ language learning. External challenge is about 
the interruption of the environment. The challenge of language itself is about the Chinese 
language’s intrinsic characteristics which cause difficulties for students’ learning.  
Table 14 Challenges encountered in both research cycles 
Types of 
challenges 
Challenges Description of challenges 
Internal/language  Mixed 
abilities  
 
 Mixed 
learning 
outcomes 
 Students have different language abilities 
after a school term’s learning. Some of them 
have better language skills than others, which 
causes problems in making a successful ‘shop 
trade’ between students of different language 
levels. 
 Shopkeepers get more familiar with Chinese 
currency and other trading words than do the 
customers. 
Internal  Lack of confidence  Students are not confident to begin a trade             
with each other. 
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Language 
 
 Transfer 
between two 
languages 
 
 Recognition of 
pinyin 
 Students cannot understand what they have 
already learnt when teachers say those 
Chinese words in a tone that is not familiar to 
them.  
 During informal verbal tests, after I say a 
certain pinyin word, students are expected to 
say its English version. However, they just 
repeat the pinyin. I need to repeat instructions 
to make them clearer. 
 Pronunciation of English alphabet compared 
to pinyin confuses students. 
 Students have trouble in recognizing pinyin 
which causes difficulties in speaking Chinese.  
 
 
 
 
External 
 Students fear 
strange food 
 
 Giving 
instructions 
 
 Distraction 
 
 Use of device         
 When I show students traditional Chinese 
food, some of them seem afraid of such food. 
 I repeat instructions but do not give clear 
instructions sometimes. 
 Cameras and props like Chinese money 
distract students’ attention sometimes. 
 I cannot use a camera to record students’ 
conversations effectively. 
 Students are noisy sometimes. 
 
The first type of challenge in the use of sociodramatic play in the above table is internal 
challenge from students. Different students usually have different degrees of mastering 
certain language points after a few classes’ learning. Although there are some different 
learning activities provided to accommodate the different students’ learning styles, students’ 
language abilities are very different, which is an obstacle to implementing sociodramatic play 
as not all participants operate at a similar language level. This can cause problems in making 
a successful trade between students (although sometimes this is advantageous because they 
can learn from each other). This phenomenon also results in different learning outcomes after 
sociodramatic play. These challenges would require differentiated methods when teaching the 
same sets of language for sociodramatic play, to maximize student learning and minimize the 
learning obstacles, and to better prepare students for the play.  
The second type of challenge is the language itself. Chinese language has its own intrinsic 
difficulties for English-speaking learners as it has a different language system from English 
(Xu & Padilla, 2013; Orton, 2016; Teng, Guey & Laraie, 2016). My student participants were 
young and non-background beginning learners. Sometimes they would mix English with the 
Chinese that they are learning due to the similar pronunciations of some words. They also 
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found that pronouncing different tones of hanzi was difficult. In addition, the recognition of 
pinyin is challenging to them as they have not even mastered the whole English alphabet. To 
control such difficulties, I could try to get students used to the tones of Chinese language by 
engaging them in authentic Chinese speaking environments and getting them to practice tones 
more often. Interesting tasks about recognizing pinyin would also be helpful for them to 
memorize pinyin. I could also cooperate with the classroom teacher to get her to review 
Chinese when I am not at the school. 
The third type of challenge arises from external factors. For example, distractions from 
recording devices and products for trading inhibit the smooth operation of sociodramatic play. 
Such challenges could be alleviated gradually by conducting proper “punishment” (anyone 
who looks back at cameras will be punished by having to sing a song or tell a story). The 
following possible methods could address the challenges mentioned in the above table: a 
thorough introduction to strange Chinese foods for students who fear strange things; improve 
my skill in giving instructions; choose devices which are easy to use and learn how to use 
them; and learn useful classroom management techniques. 
6.3 Implications for teaching spoken Chinese in Australian primary schools 
Appreciation of the results of this study, which focuses on teaching and consolidating young 
students’ spoken Chinese through sociodramatic play in Australia, is recommended to 
Chinese teachers who have the same goal or who want to use sociodramatic play as a 
teaching method in Australia. As I have divided the implementation of sociodramatic play 
into three phases, other teachers might be inspired from these phases and start their teaching 
through sociodramatic play. At the preparing phase, the activities that I prepared for students’ 
learning, and the environmental preparations undertaken for the play, were referred to, as 
these two types of preparation can ensure the smooth operation of sociodramatic play. How 
teachers play their roles to facilitate children’s play, which is discussed in Chapter 5, might 
give other Chinese teachers some valuable hints. Possible strategies that I have already 
mentioned to address challenges encountered in sociodramatic play might also be helpful for 
future teachers to better design their teaching plan and address similar challenges efficiently. 
The following list of the three phases of conducting sociodramatic play contains the most 
direct suggestions for future teachers.  
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Preparatory phase: teaching phase (vocabulary and culture) and preparing the 
environment 
1) Teaching phase 
1. Decide a topic of sociodramatic play, schedule the teaching, review, prepare the 
environment and implementation, and then plan your lessons accordingly. 
2. Observe and decide whether you need to change your lesson plans.  
3. Think of different types of teaching methods and reward students sometimes. 
4.  Prepare props that you need in sociodramatic play gradually. 
5. Keep writing reflective journals. Write down difficulties you experience, or 
improvements you notice in students, or anything you regard as worthwhile.  
2) Preparing the environment 
1. Coordinate with the school principal and ask for the permission in advance. 
2. Communicate with classroom teachers and ask for their help during the preparation of 
the environment and the implementation phase in advance. 
3. Prepare everything (recording machines and props) needed in the play beforehand and 
place them in the right location where sociodramatic play happens. 
4. Keep writing reflective journals. Write down difficulties, or your own thoughts, or 
anything you regard as notable.  
The preparatory phase accounts for an important part of sociodramatic play and it is 
explained in detail in Chapter 4. Environmental preparation was a crucial element of my 
research process. Suggestions for future teachers’ teaching are  reflected upon and 
discussed throughout the research.  
Implementation phase 
1. Use modelling or videos to refresh students’ impressions as to how to conduct 
sociodramatic play. 
2. Scaffold students closely when sociodramatic play first starts. Then withdraw your 
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assistance gradually and observe their play. Intervene when needed. 
3. Maintain discipline constantly. 
4. Keep writing reflective journals. Write down difficulties you encounter or anything you 
regard as notable.  
Students conduct sociodramatic play in this phase. I found that close teacher observation of 
students was needed, based on the data I analysed in Chapter 5. Other suggestions are a 
distillation of my experiences and practices.  
Reflective phase 
1. Ask students and teacher participants for feedback on implementing sociodramatic play. 
2. Think about their feedback. Plan and revise your lessons accordingly for the next cycle. 
3. Discuss their feedback with other adult participants. 
The reflective phase provided an opportunity for me to recall and reflect upon the 
implementation of sociodramatic play. Participants’ feedback is significant data for this 
analysis and for future studies. Discussion with other teachers can provide different insights 
about this phase.  
6.4 Limitations of this study 
This study is of value to the education field, although its limitations should be noted. Firstly, 
the time limitation. I only had 18 months in total to familiarize myself with the new 
environment, begin my teaching and adjust my teaching for researching. Such limited time 
was not enough to practise my ideas and verify the variables in my study. Secondly, the 
generalisability of this study is limited. The research site of this study is a primary school in 
Western Sydney and the student participants are year 1 students. The research site is limited 
to Western Sydney and the research participants cannot stand for all Australian students.  
With an awareness of those limitations, some suggestions can be made for future study. 
Firstly, the study of teaching spoken Chinese is a long-term study, so that students’ language 
levels can be improved to a higher level, rather than be limited to mere repetition of simple 
vocabulary. By doing so, researchers can explore the effects of sociodramatic play on higher 
language level students. Secondly, more groups and more varied types of student participants 
108 
 
should be involved for future study, as Year one students are too limited a cohort when 
comparing them with the rest of the Australian student population.  
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Appendix 3: Participant Information Sheets (Parents/Carer) 
Participant Information Sheet – Parents/Carer (Specific) 
Project Title: Scaffolding non-background learners’ spoken Chinese through sociodramatic play in an 
Australian public school 
Project Summary:  
Your child is invited to participate in a research study being conducted by Mingyu Chen, 
research student of School of Education, Western Sydney University. She is conducting the 
research under the supervision of Dr. Les Vozzo and Dr. Jing Qi from Western Sydney 
University. The research is about improving children’s spoken Chinese through the use of 
sociodramatic play. Sociodramatic play is a form of play based learning where children learn 
through interaction and improvisation with each other. 
How is the study being paid for?   
Western Sydney University will support this research through providing candidature funds to be used 
for research purposes. 
What will my child be asked to do? 
Your child will be involved in the following activities: 
- Learning Chinese through participating in sociodramatic play over 2 cycles of learning. Each cycle 
will last for 4 weeks, each week student participants will be observed for 15-20 minutes (one third to 
half of each class focusing on the implementation of sociodramatic play). Cycle 1 will occur in School 
Term 2; Cycle 2 will occur in School Term 3. At the end of each observation, the researcher will a sk a 
couple of questions to obtain student participants’ feedback about sociodramatic play. The observation 
will be video recorded. 
- Creation of artefacts for sociodramatic play.  
1.Festival greeting cards written by the students in the Chinese language.  
2. Chinese ‘red bags’ as cultural artefacts produced by students. 
3. Chinese (language) labels for products in shops and Chinese name tags. These artefacts will be 
created for the primary purpose of learning.  
- Pre-test and post-test of student participants’ learning outcome through sociodramatic play on 
Chinese vocabulary and simple sentences. These tests will occur at the beginning and end of cycles 
one and two. 
How much of my child’s time will he/she need to give? 
All these activities will be part of the learning in class and will not take additional time. 
What benefits will my child, and/or the broader community, receive for participating? 
The research will offer an opportunity for your child to interact with their peers and learn Chinese 
language collaboratively through the use of sociodramatic play. Your child will also have a chance to 
talk about what they have learnt.  
Will the study involve any risk or discomfort for my child? If so, what will be done to rectify it?  
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Initially, students may feel some discomfort in having to change the way they learn. However, the 
researcher will discuss teaching strategies using sociodramatic play with her mentor teacher and 
supervisors to minimize such discomfort. In addition, student participants will benefit from the chance 
of learning Chinese and discuss the learning process through the enjoyable activities in sociodramatic 
play and the follow-up conversations with the researcher.  
How do you intend to publish or disseminate the results? 
It is anticipated that the results of this research project will be written in the researcher’s research 
thesis and may be presented in conferences, seminars and community meetings. 
Will the data and information that my child provides be disposed of? 
Yes, the data information collected through this study will be securely disposed of.  
Can I withdraw my child from the study? Can my child withdraw from the study? 
Your child’s participation in the study is entirely voluntary and they are not obliged to be involved. You 
can withdraw your child from the study at any time.  
Can I, or my child, tell other people about the study?  
Yes, you or your child can tell other people about the study. If they are interested please ask them to 
contact the researcher.  
 
What if I require further information? 
Please contact Mingyu Chen should you wish to discuss the research further before deciding whether 
or not to participate. 
Email: 18798193@student.westernsydney.edu.au 
Research supervisor: Dr. Les Vozzo,  
Office number: 97726590 
Research supervisor: Dr. Jing Qi, 
 Office number: 47360259 
What if I have a complaint? 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may contact 
the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and Innovation (REDI)  on  Tel 
+61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au. 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of 
the outcome.  
If you agree for your child to participate in this study, you may be asked to sign the Consent Form. 
The information sheet is for you to keep and the consent form is retained by the researcher/s.  
This study has been approved by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics Committee. 
The Approval number is [enter approval number once the project has been approved]. 
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Appendix 4: Participant Information Sheets (Teacher) 
Participant Information Sheet – Teacher (Specific) 
Project Title: Scaffolding non-background learners’ spoken Chinese through sociodramatic play in an 
Australian public school 
Project Summary: 
Year 1 students from Cambridge Gardens Public School are invited to participate in a research 
study being conducted by Mingyu Chen, research student of School of Education, Western 
Sydney University. She is conducting the research under the supervision of Dr. Les Vozzo and Dr. 
Jing Qi from Western Sydney University. The research is about improving children’s spoken 
Chinese through the use of sociodramatic play. Sociodramatic play is a form of play based 
learning where children learn through interaction and improvisation with each other. 
 
How is the study being paid for?  
Western Sydney University will support this research through providing candidature funds to be used 
for research purposes. 
What will I be asked to do? 
You will be asked to rotate (there are another two teacher participants) in weekly observation and give 
feedback on the researcher’s teaching of Chinese through sociodramatic play for the two learning 
cycles. Your observation will focus on the researcher's teaching throughout each class (40 minutes). 
How much of my time will I need to give? 
All these activities will be part of the learning in class and will not take additional time. 
What benefits will I receive for participating? 
The research will offer an opportunity for you to observe how Chinese is taught through the use of 
sociodramatic play. Observing and giving feedback may inspire you to rethink their way of teaching 
and design better teaching plan. 
Will the study involve any risk or discomfort for me? If so, what will be done to rectify it?  
There will be no risk or discomfort for you. You will benefit from the chance of observing Chinese 
classes. 
How do you intend to publish or disseminate the results? 
It is anticipated that the results of this research project will be written in the researcher’s research 
thesis and may be presented in conferences, seminars and community meetings.  
Will the data and information that I provide be disposed of? 
Yes, the data information collected through this study will be securely disposed of.  
Can I withdraw from the study?  
122 
 
Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary and you are not obliged to be involved. You may 
withdraw from the study at any time.  
Can I tell other people about the study?  
Yes, you can tell other people about the study. If they are interested, please ask them to contact the 
researcher.  
 
What if I require further information? 
Please contact Mingyu Chen should you wish to discuss the research further before deciding whether 
or not to participate. 
Email: 18798193@student.westernsydney.edu.au 
Research supervisor: Dr. Les Vozzo,  
Office number: 97726590 
Research supervisor: Dr. Jing Qi, 
 Office number: 47360259 
What if I have a complaint? 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may contact 
the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and Innovation (REDI)  on Te l 
+61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au. 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of 
the outcome.  
If you agree for your child to participate in this study, you may be asked to sign the Consent Form. 
The information sheet is for you to keep and the consent form is retained by the researcher/s.  
This study has been approved by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics Committee. 
The Approval number is [enter approval number once the project has been approved]. 
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Appendix 5: Participant Consent Sheets (Parents/Carer) 
Consent Form – Parent/Carer (Specific) 
 
Project Title:  Scaffolding non-background learners’ spoken Chinese through sociodramatic play 
in an Australian public school 
 
 
I,  ________________________[name of Parent/Carer], hereby consent for my child -
_____________________ [name of child], to participate in the above named research project. 
 
 
I have discussed participation in the project with my child who agrees to participate in the 
project. I acknowledge that: 
 
•    I have read the participant information sheet (or where appropriate, have had it read to me) and 
have been given the opportunity to discuss the information and my child’s involvement  in the project 
with the researcher/s. 
 
•    The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to me, and any 
questions I have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction.  
 
 
 
I consent for my child to participate in the following activities:  
☐  language learning through sociodramatic play which will be video recorded 
☐ creation of artefacts for sociodramatic play 
☐ pre- and post-tests of Chinese vocabulary and simple sentences 
 
 
I consent for my child’s data and information provided to be used for this project. 
 
 
I understand that my child’s involvement is confidential and that the information gained during 
the study may be published but no information about them will be used in any way that reveals 
their identity. 
 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my child, or my child can withdraw, from the study at any time 
without affecting their relationship with the researcher/s, and any organisations involved, now 
or in the future. 
 
 
Signed:                                                                                              Name: 
 
 
Date: 
 
 
This study has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at Western Sydney 
University. The ethics reference number is: H12086 
 
What if I have a complaint? 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may contact 
the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and Innovation (REDI)  on Tel 
+61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au. Any issues you raise will be treated 
in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of the outcome.  
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Appendix 6: Participant Consent Sheets (Teacher) 
Consent Form – Teacher (Specific) 
Project Title: Scaffolding non-background learners’ spoken Chinese through sociodramatic play in an 
Australian public school 
 
 
I, _________________________ [name of teacher participants], hereby consent to participate in 
the above named research project. 
 
 
 
I acknowledge that: 
• I have read the participant information sheet (or where appropriate, have had it read to me) 
and have been given the opportunity to discuss the information and my involvement in the project with 
the researcher/s 
• The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to me, 
and any questions I have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction.  
 
 
I consent to:  
☐ Observe the researcher’s class  
☐ Give feedback on the implementation of sociodramatic play 
 
 
I consent for my data and information provided to be used for this project.  
 
 
I understand that my involvement is confidential and that the information gained during the 
study may be published but no information about me will be used in any way that reveals my 
identity. 
 
 
I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time without affecting the relationship 
with the researcher/s, and any organisations involved, now or in the future. 
 
 
Signed:                                                  Name: 
 
 
Date: 
 
 
This study has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at Western Sydney 
University. The ethics reference number is: H12086 
 
 
 
What if I have a complaint? 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you may contact 
the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and Innovation (REDI)  on Tel 
+61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au. 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of 
the outcome.  
